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To Joseph and Coleen—

Courage doesn’t always roar.
Sometimes courage is the quiet
voice at the end of the day saying,
“I will try again tomorrow.”
-Mary Ann Radmacher
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The Size of the Sky
My wife and I climb over a wooden fence outside a cow pasture, and as we step down and
the August grass crunches beneath us, the size of the pasture overwhelms me. The land is empty,
abandoned almost, and stretches out to a road so remote, the passing vehicles are like those seen
from a plane. The fence and dense band of trees behind us do nothing to contain the mass of
land, since they shoot out in either direction and run parallel with the flat Tennessee interstate,
and only corner after the fence disappears and the trees become tiny and hazy and nearly part of
the sky. My wife and I don’t get outside Milwaukee’s city limits enough, but I’ve never been in a
field so big before. A farmhouse and barn sit in the middle distance like ornaments in a model
train set, and after Geraldine cleans and re-cleans her glasses, I tell her not to worry, that the
house, with its windows the size of keyholes, is too far for someone to see us. A herd of cows, a
hundred or so, dot the land around the barn and look to be grazing, and as we leave the fence and
our car parked behind the trees, we see the cows we glimpsed from the interstate and enough
patties to think that there could be magic mushrooms here. In high school, almost a decade ago,
and before we started dating, Geraldine and I ate mushrooms over a string of summer weekends
and remember that the fresh one’s people brought from the South turned the world into
something like a children’s activity book, a place full of easy-to-figure puzzles.
I ask Geraldine if she could keep to the fence, that this field could swallow us, but she’s
already wandering out into the open, toward a single-axle trailer that, with its pocked and
graying wood, blends into and is nearly lost in the land. Her eyes are trained on the ground,
checking and re-checking it, trying to account for everything, a thing she started doing last week
after we learned that her uterus wouldn’t allow for kids and our long talked about plans for
children of our own wouldn’t be.
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Anything that puts wind in your sails? I call out as she kneels next to the trailer. She
doesn’t look up, and instead meticulously pokes at the shade underneath with a stick like there
may be a pile beside each blade of grass.
OK then, I say. I’ll just be over here, hoping to step in a mountain range of cow shit. I give
a laugh and take only a few steps away.
I keep to the fence, and a patty as big as a sheet cake lies at my feet. It has no cinnamoncolored caps sticking out of its hardened top though—it has no caps sticking out at all. And like
this morning at our very first farm, none of the other nearby patties have caps either. We know
mushrooms can grow under patties, so thinking I might’ve missed a couple ones earlier by
kicking at the shit, I look to the car and mentally search for a tool that’d do a more detailed job.
Down maybe twenty yards past the car though, and tucked in amongst the trees, I spot those
large metal corkscrews farmers use to churn the soil. Augers, I think. I hustle toward them,
excited, and find three of them propped against the trunk of an evergreen. They’re rust mostly,
but I picture Geraldine and me mowing through the field with one of these and turn to tell her,
but she’s crouched next to the trailer, staring at the house and barn. People are out. It’s tough to
tell if they’re men or women, but there looks to be two of them, and they’re doing something
with the cows—they’re herding them into the barn.
A loud clanging splits through the pasture, like a heavy gate being banged against its post,
and all the cows turn and drift to an end of the barn. The farmers are moving with them,
patrolling their perimeters, and are probably too busy to notice or even care about us, so I walk to
the trailer and crouch next to my wife. And no sooner do I reach her then she stands and moves
toward the barn, like she hears a noise I can’t, one that draws her in. I think to grab her and pull
her back so she isn’t seen, but I become caught up in the cows’ movements—they’re hypnotic.
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We’re on a slight hill, and they move like one big animal, with the back end curling as if leaned
on by a breeze while the front part narrows and funnels into the barn. I sit, and I don't know if I
fall asleep, but when I become aware of myself again the back of my knees are sweaty, and
Geraldine is gone. I jump up, look around, and finally spot her in a nearby trough that slopes
toward the barn and maybe gives a better line of sight. She’s sitting with her legs out and
crossed, and I stop next to her. Under her breath she’s counting the cows.
Never thought those ugly things could be so beautiful, right? I say.
She keeps counting.
We probably need to go, I say. Get the car off the highway.
The whisper of numbers stops and after a long stare toward the barn, she looks to me. But
we haven’t found anything, she says.
It’s OK, I say. There’s Mississippi and Texas, and New Mexico.
She looks again to the barn and then pushes herself up, and then we walk back to the fence.
At the car, I check to see if the back tires might be stuck in any mud and she says she wants
to drive. I start to tell her that she’s been driving this whole time, that she needs to give herself a
rest, but instead I sit back in the passenger seat and point to a place on the interstate that should
be easier to merge onto. There will be time enough later, I figure, to have those kind of
discussions.
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The Friends You Haven’t Met Yet
The homemade wine was burning a hole in Luke’s tongue, so he gripped his kitchen sink
and squeezed every muscle in his doughy, twelve-year-old body to try and choke it down. His
mom and her boyfriend had just left for the peninsula’s distant north pier, but he knew if he
didn’t swallow that sip soon, Arlo, his scarecrow-thin best friend who watched from the dinner
table, wouldn’t believe they could drink enough to get drunk, and the adventure they’d been
planning all summer would be done for. He was blown away that Arlo thought to buy and mix in
a can of Cherry Bomb Jolt—his best friend was a freaking wizard at figuring out problems—but
as his stomach boiled, Luke wished they’d bought more. Arlo asked if everything was OK, and
Luke quickly flexed his arms and gave him their WWE body-slam pose.
Arlo smiled and curled his skinny arms, but only halfheartedly. They’d never tasted
alcohol and couldn’t even drink the sugary Horchata their Social Studies teacher had made in
class. Plus, after opening one of the gallon milk jugs from the boyfriend’s new batch of wine,
they learned that, up close, it stunk like paint thinner. The wine was everything: they’d seen how
it’d made Luke’s mom and her boyfriend run around the backyard half-naked. They wanted to
drink it, so that their long bike ride to the lighthouse’s cove and their swims back and forth
across its heavy rip current would be their best adventure yet, the one to make their hearts pound
so hard the thump would fill and overtake their bodies. So when Luke snapped back his head and
let out a loud and refreshing “Ahhhhh,” Arlo’s eyes went wide, first with relief and then with
total amazement: his best friend truly could push through anything.
Luke set their huge Pirates of the Caribbean cup on the table, and Arlo tried to ignore the
wine’s seaweed-like pulp. He still gagged and coughed and hacked up a bunch of sips, but
eventually he kept a little down.
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He slammed the cup on the countertop and flexed. “Arrrggggghhh.”
“Arrggghhh,” Luke answered and flexed too.
Since a talk on risky behaviors in Health class last year, when they discovered they were
the only ones who’d stood next to the highway to let the rush of speeding vehicles scare them,
they’d met up and done dozens of other, similar heart-pounding adventures, and had become so
excited with talking about and doing these adventures together that, except for the week of
Arlo’s chicken pox, they were with each other every minute of every day.
Luke opened the fridge, the shelves a wall of wine, and pulled out one of the half-empty
jugs and topped off their cup. “Come on, we only got like an hour before they’re back.”
The mailman had started and finished Luke’s long, suburban block by the time they
finally left the kitchen. The wine’s stink had all but disappeared after their second cup, and as
they walked to the garage, their laughter echoed into the neighbors’ backyards. When they
stepped into the shade of the single-car garage though, they noticed that there was too much
space. The boyfriend’s junky Buick was there, and the boxes of Luke’s mom’s unsold Mary Kay
products were still tucked in a corner, but their bikes, which they’d spent the morning tightening
and greasing, were gone.
“Stolen?” Luke asked.
Arlo swallowed a big sip and looked out the garage’s back window. His eyes narrowed as
if trying to get the backyard into focus. He motioned for Luke to follow him.
Halfway into the backyard, they stopped in front of Arlo’s three-speed—it was dangling
from the neighbor’s tall, wooden fence. Its front wheel was caught behind the vertical slats like
it’d tried to hang itself, but more like someone had failed to throw it over. Arlo grabbed at the
rear tire spinning in the breeze and thought of his dad. His dad was sick, had the same brain
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disease his own father had had, but Arlo’s dad had given up on treatment, so not only had his
arms and head returned to jerking uncontrollably, but he’d suddenly do strange stuff like throw
out all their food or silently follow Arlo around the neighborhood.
“Yeah, probably robbers,” Arlo said with a slight slur.
Luke quickly scanned the yard, and way in the back, by the two-lane road at the
property’s edge, a BMX’s blue handgrip poked out of the wild grass. He ran. His bike lay there,
its handlebars and front rim bent and twisted like they’d been run over, and the lightness he felt
from the wine disappeared.
“Both of ‘em?” Arlo said as he caught up.
“I told my mom about us seeing her boyfriend with a woman at that new restaurant,”
Luke answered and felt his insides get all turned around, jumbled. He wasn’t sure why he told
her. She blamed him for her being alone and took it out on him anytime he brought up her
boyfriend’s bad behaviors. The last boyfriend lied to her about a medical condition so he could
drink more, and when Luke said something, she locked the house everyday before school let and
unlocked it only when the boyfriend pulled in at night.
“She needs to know that these guys are a waste of energy, right? That she could be doing
other things with her time, better things.”
Arlo knew he was actually asking, but he never had an answer for Luke. “Screw it, we’ll
just join frames, have a middle tire,” Arlo said like it was one long word. “Or we’ll take the
dickhead’s car to the bike junkyard.”
Luke looked to the road. They had to be gone before his mom returned or she might see
them acting drunk, and then she’d definitely know they’d stolen her boyfriend’s wine. He didn’t
want his bike thrown back onto the road, but he didn’t think his BMX would fit the three-speed.
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Plus, the narrow peninsula was full of people who might call his mom if they saw him and Arlo
running around all crazy. He paused. “You positive you can figure out how to drive it?”
“Arrrrrrgggggghhhhhh.” Arlo flexed and tipped over into the grass. He wobbled up and
told Luke he was fine, totally freakin’ fine, but as they walked to the Buick, Arlo wondered what
alcohol actually did to the brain, specifically an already damaged one, and did his usual test of
checking his hands for jerky movements. They looked to be twitching a little, so he lay on the
plastic bathing chair next to the garage and tried to figure the exact distance of something far off,
since that sometimes calmed him. A blimp floated overhead, a long sign flapping behind it: ARE
YOU FEELING IT? … ‘CAUSE YOU SHOULD BE FEELING IT … THE BOATS ARE HERE
AND IT’S RACE TIME! Arlo turned to his side.
“Would Dramamine help?” Luke said and knelt by the chair.
Arlo didn’t want to ruin their adventure, but he needed to be alone for a while, to try and
get himself under control. “What if you got the parts and came back? You could do that, right?”
“No way, I can’t …”
“Please.” Arlo closed his eyes. “I kind of need you to.”
*

*

*

The brakes whined as Luke neutral-rolled the car to a stop by the side patio. The weight
of the driver’s side door was enormous, and he didn’t want to start the car. He called out to Arlo,
but Arlo was clenching his eyes like they were trying to get out. Some of the wine’s lightness
had returned, but Luke was positive he couldn’t do this, so he grit his teeth and made his hand
turn the spare key. In the door’s mirror, the sloped driveway rolled under him like the top of a
mountain.
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The two-lane road behind Luke’s yard led to the bike shop, and though the road was a
favorite cut-through for the locals, only a few cars were on it. Luke liked that, and after he
learned not to hit the gas accidentally with his stubby toes, and after he made it past his block
without smashing into any houses, his body tingled with a little confidence. He was doing it. He
passed the bait shop and the new boating store, and the trees danced and the air smelled sweet,
and he absolutely loved, loved, the violent energy rumbling up his spine. Someone from a porch
yelled to get off the center yellows, and he flipped her off. He thought of his mom, and whether
he should keep telling her about her loser boyfriends. He knew she might do more than wreck his
bike next time, but something told him that maybe he should keep telling her, that maybe he
should even be loud about it. He didn’t know and couldn’t decide by the time the bike shop’s
spoked-wheel sign appeared.
He parked and saw the shop’s OPEN sign wasn’t lit and that its front windows were dark.
He stepped onto the asphalt and remembered the speedboat circuit was at the marina across the
bay that weekend. The bike shop wasn’t more than a shotgun shack, so he headed around back to
see if someone was on the roof waiting to watch the races, and noticed a side window that was
slightly open. No one was on the roof, or anywhere around, and he still had that tingling of
confidence.
The window was much easier to jam open and climb into than he thought it’d be, and he
hurried to the junk pile behind the counter and picked out a rim and a set of handlebars that were
shiny and looked right. He lowered them out the window, the muscles in his forearms looking
ripped for the first time ever, and it hit him: he absolutely needed to be louder when telling her.
She’d probably never learn about those dickheads otherwise.
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As he walked to the Buick, he was holding the bike parts out like major trophies when a
man, a big man, stepped out from the front of the shop. A mountain bike frame with a busted
chain was looped over his beefy shoulder. Luke recognized him. He was the county lawyer he
and his mom had talked to after one of her boyfriends started acting scary.
“Luke?”
“Mr. Lin, how’s it going?” Luke said before realizing he was coming from a shop he’d
broken into. He let the bike parts fall to his sides.
“The window the front door today?”
“Well, the races, and then there’s the free junk pile … ”
Mr. Lin started texting. “You hear about the rash of bike thefts on Sandalwood?” he said.
“My family and I live there.”
Luke didn’t like what that question suggested, so he started walking to the car, but Mr.
Lin held out an arm.
“I don’t think it’s you,” he started. “But my wife saw the thief the other day, a kid, and
she’s on her way over to talk.”
Luke’s hands became wet. He hadn’t stolen any bikes, but he worried Mr. Lin would
want to call his mom about the rim and handlebars, and then mention that there was a Buick in
the parking lot. Luke absently tucked the bike parts under his arms.
“You and your mom still live on Seastar?” Mr. Lin asked.
Luke backed up. A convenience store was a couple blocks away, and it had an outdoor
bathroom with a lock. He wanted this all to be forgotten. He pictured Arlo asleep on the sun
chair, and how, if he split, he’d be leaving his best friend to who knows what kinds of people and
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problems. He knew he shouldn’t abandon him, but as Mr. Lin asked him to quit backing up, he
turned and, with the bike parts still under his arms, apologized to Arlo and bolted for the store.
*

*

*

Arlo’s eyes opened. His throat was a sandbox and his t-shirt was heavy with sweat. He
lifted himself up and propped on an elbow. The blimp was near the tree line towards the
lighthouse, so he guessed a half hour might’ve passed. He shouted an Arrrggghh, but only a
nearby lawn mower sputtering to life answered. The driveway and garage were empty. He sat up,
and the ground rolled on him, so he checked his hands. They still twitched. He told himself to
ignore it and pinned his hands under his thighs. A hose rack was by the corner of the house, and
he was turning to see if the spigot was still missing a knob when he noticed a woman standing on
the patio. She wore camo pants and had buzzed, gray hair, and gave him a harsh stare.
“You Luke?” She moved quickly toward him.
Arlo didn’t answer, unsure of what was happening.
“Let’s not play games, eh? That was my store you stole from, and I need that stuff back.”
Arlo swore his hair brushed from his forehead, she spoke with such force. He guessed
this had to do with Luke. “Luke just left for the Waffle House,” he said. “Was here all day before
that though.” He didn’t think she’d heard him, however, since she was staring at his legs.
“You’re a lot thinner than …” she glanced to the ground next to the chair. The Pirates
cup lay in the grass.
“You boys want to pickle your insides, fine, but Luke broke into my shop and ran off
with parts that aren’t junk. I need them back. Today. People don’t get to steal from me.”
“Broke in?”
“The boats are in town this weekend.”
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Arlo suddenly remembered the races. “You call the cops?”
“Cops have bigger clams to pry. Look, I’m going to check inside and if no one’s there,
you’re gonna ride with me and help me find your friend. It’s that simple.”
Arlo didn’t like this, didn’t feel good about her. She seemed insane. He wanted, however,
and wanted badly, to search for Luke and find out what happened to him, if he was OK. If she
tried to scare or hurt him while they searched, he figured he could always jump from her car or
truck.
They drove past the new boating store and the bike shop, and the Buick was still there, so
Arlo could at least see that Luke hadn’t been in any accidents. A few blocks later, they pulled
into the 2nd Street pier. It was the busiest and most tourist-y pier on the peninsula, and, amongst
locals, known to be one of the better places to hide, especially from other locals. Arlo didn’t
think Luke would be there though, since, unlike their classmates, they thought most of the
attractions and games there were silly. He and the woman though, walked to the arcade, the puttputt place, and the boardwalk. At the Ferris wheel, she chewed on her lip and Arlo became
nervous.
“Would he even have the sense to hide here?” she yelled.
Arlo kept quiet, not wanting to upset her anymore.
She clamped onto his hand, and before he knew it, she’d pulled him through the crowd
and down the stairs to the stony shore.
They hurried along the rocks and pebbles, and a few people were out flying kites or
strolling, and Arlo hoped someone would jump in front of them and stop the woman. He kept
asking her where they were going, but she dragged him until they reached a stone walkway. The
walkway appeared to lead to a small field.
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A convenience store was at the front of the field, directly on the road, while a small ice
cream stand was tucked away in the back. The stand’s door was padlocked and rusty, but a
paisley bed sheet had been stretched behind it like an awning. Four men were crammed onto the
shade underneath the sheet, and they gave off a stink of sweat and urine that, even before he and
the woman went over there, Arlo thought was a hundred times worse than the boyfriend’s wine.
All the men were skinny as sticks, but the one sitting against the stand in a red shirt was so thin
Arlo thought he could see his teeth through his cheeks.
“You heard about a kid like this running from the cops around here?” the woman said to
all of them, but mostly to the one in the red shirt.
The other three turned away, but the man in the red shirt grunted a noise that Arlo
thought was probably the best his body could do. Arlo was mesmerized: he couldn’t believe the
man was alive. The woman told Arlo to wait there and then she jogged to the store. Arlo asked
the man how old he was, if he ate anything, if he’d ever been to the hospital. The man grunted
each time, and Arlo was busy thinking up better questions when the lady returned. She had three
bottles in her hand that were so small, Arlo thought they were for a doll. She gave them to the
man and before Arlo could ask what they were, the man drank all of them. A light in his eyes
came on, and the woman quietly spoke with him. Arlo wondered how someone that sick could
still think and talk, but he could also tell by the smallish-ness in the woman’s voice that no one
knew where Luke was. The woman stood and had to turn Arlo by the shoulders to pull his
attention away from the skinny man and put it on the walkway and the shore below.
The rocks and stones clicked as they walked back across the shore, and since the woman
wasn’t dragging him, or even asking about Luke, Arlo guessed she’d given up on finding her
parts.
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“Sorry about all this,” she began. “I shouldn’t have been dragging you around, and I
certainly shouldn’t have taken you to see those drunk fools.”
Arlo was surprised she admitted this. It made her seem less crazy. “Can I ask you a
question?” he began and turned to walk backwards in front of her, so they could be face to face.
“Who was that guy you talked to?”
She sighed. “Believe it or not he used to be my husband.”
“Husband? He’s like a hundred years old.”
She laughed to herself. “Yeah, worms somewhere should probably be getting fat on him.”
“Won’t the alcohol kill him?”
“Him? No. He’s a black hole, takes everything in sight but never gives a thing to anyone,
including King Booze. Besides, the sick don’t always die when they should.”
“How’s that?” Arlo asked and turned to walk up the pier’s stairs with her.
“Mother Nature likes to screw with us. She sometimes lets the sickest live longest.”
They reached the top of the steps and began to slip and weave through the crowd, which
had tripled in size. When they got to her truck, so many people surrounded it that it took twenty
minutes to leave, and the woman admitted she never liked this pier, even as a kid, that all the
attractions and games there were silly.
Arlo smiled.
“I think,” she began, “that Luke might be found sooner if you’re not with me, so I’m
gonna take you back. What I ask, however, is that you call me the instant you see him.
Understand? I want my shit back.”
*

*
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*

Arlo swung open Luke’s patio door, and his head felt like an orange in a vise. Still, he
retraced the lady’s words. Maybe he was wrong to get so freaked out about sickness. If Mother
Nature sometimes let the sickest live longest, maybe she’d keep him from getting too sick, or
maybe, for some strange but wonderful reason, she’d give him a total pass.
He went to the bathroom for some water, not quite sure what to think of the woman’s
words, but was feeling a little less frightened about it all when the phone rang. The answering
machine got it, and Luke’s mom’s voice, all staticky through the ancient machine, took over the
whole house. She talked directly to Arlo and told him to stay right there, that she knew what
Luke had done and that she, by herself and alone, was on her way home.
Arlo wolfed down a couple of glasses of water and considered taking off, leaving this big
mess, but figured he shouldn’t do that to Luke. He was surprised he even thought about ditching.
He went to Luke’s room and closed the door. Something outside the bedroom’s window moved,
and Arlo thought it might be Luke, but figured there was no way he’d risk coming back here
now.
*

*

*

Luke crept along his neighbor’s cracked driveway, toward his own backyard, and hoped
his mom or Mr. Lin and his wife weren’t already here, waiting to spring a trap. From the bike
shop, he’d run clear to the convenience store before dropping the parts and realizing he couldn’t
abandon Arlo—his best friend had done too much for him. He wanted to wake Arlo, and have
him help make a plan to scatter, maybe take the 23 bus off the peninsula and go camping for the
week. But when he arrived at the backyard, the sun chair was empty. No cars appeared to be in
the garage or driveway, so he scurried along the back of the house and stepped onto the hose
rack under his bedroom window. The window was high, and as he pulled on the concrete sill he
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almost put his wide nose above it before his hands slipped. His fingers were spotted with blood,
and as he rubbed clean the dangling skin the deep sound of a big car’s engine came from the
driveway. He peeked down the slope. A black sedan, four-door, was parked at the bottom. Mr.
Lin’s wide chest and thick glasses were behind the wheel, while, in the passenger seat, his
mom’s unmistakable yellow bikini top stared at him like snake eyes.
Luke pressed his shoulders into the back of the house. Car doors slammed closed, and his
mom’s and Mr. Lin’s voices became louder as they walked quickly up the driveway. And though
the patio’s door creaked open, their voices stayed crisp and outside. His mother’s voice became
hard, like it did when she was losing an argument, and she announced that if she left right now,
right this very fucking minute, she could still convince her boyfriend that his car would be safe
and that he could come back. Luke’s insides jumbled, and he remembered the bike shop. The air
felt hot as he stepped around to the patio.
“There are two and only two people that live in this house that count,” he yelled. “You
and me. Me and you. Got it?”
His mom lunged at him, but Mr. Lin caught her arm. She tried to shake free until her
breath shortened, and then she settled into yelling about how he’d ruined it again for her. Luke
noticed Mr. Lin’s phone had popped out of his shirt and fallen to the driveway. He grabbed it,
dialed 911, and told the operator that there was a woman at 52 Seastar who was completely out
of control and that a squad car should be sent. He hung up and set the phone back on the
driveway.
“Hey, Buddy,” Mr. Lin started, “why don’t you go inside and take a break for a sec.”
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Luke nodded and walked right at his mom, and though he wanted to stare her down,
especially since she was already staring him down, he couldn’t lift his eyes from the ground. The
thought of that whole exchange being pretty useless rang in his head.
*

*

*

Luke brushed open his bedroom door and sat between the doorjambs. The AC sucked
into his room from the hallway and the air felt good. Arlo lay on his bottom bunk with his
favorite pillow folded over his head like earmuffs. Arlo turned and opened his eyes and the
pillow fell away. In the distance, speedboat engines started and shook the room.
“What all happened?” Arlo finally asked.
“I don’t know, but I just called the cops on my mom.”
“Arrgghh?”
“Who knows?” Luke raised his head as his mom’s and Mr. Lin’s voices came into the
room. They were just talking, but he couldn’t help but feel like no matter what he did, his mom
was always going to be the way she was. He looked to Arlo. “You still sick?”
“A little.” Arlo glanced at his hands. “But let me ask you this, do you think Mother
Nature has a ton of control over sickness? Like, does she often let the sickest live longest?”
“I don’t know, Arlo.” Luke closed his eyes.
“Yeah, I guess it is kind of a dumb question.” Arlo rubbed his forehead and the splitting
headache behind it. “You wanna try to swim the cove tomorrow?”
Luke opened an eye. “Honestly? Can’t say I feel like any of that anymore. You?”
“Yeah, guess not.”
Luke opened the other eye. “Maybe in a week or so we could do something else.”
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Arlo slipped on his shoes and stood. “I don’t know. Maybe.” He walked to the door and
stopped above Luke. They looked at each other, paused like they thought the other was about to
say something when the sound of the announcers calling the race interrupted them and blasted
through the sky.
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Paper Birds
Wes, who’d turned fifteen the week before, stood in the restaurant’s coat closet and eased
his hand down the sleeve of an ankle-length mink, letting his knuckles touch only the tips of the
fur. Even his cat, Beignet, who groomed herself while sleeping, wasn’t this soft. He slipped the
coat from its hanger and threaded his bony arms through, massaging the coat forward until it felt
centered. It was heavier than expected—something like a sack of potatoes on each shoulder. He
turned to the door mirror, and though he couldn’t remember the last time he saw a fur, he was
certain he’d never seen colors like this before. The browns were brighter than the tanned
shoulders of the girls at the city pool, and the beiges were deeper than the custom-painted bodies
of his grandfather’s antique Studebakers.
He drew the lapels tight over his white apron and became hypnotized by the colors. The
sharp, drunken voices from the restaurant that were only half-dulled by the closet’s door became
faint and disappeared. He closed his eyes and rolled his skinny neck into the collar. Then
someone coughed—a congested hack like the person smoked too much, but the noise was crisp.
Wes opened his eyes. Jozef stood in the doorway, his extra-large “Jozef’s on Pearl” shirt
stretching across his shoulders. The big man stepped into the closet and shut the door with a
thump.
“Tell me, please,” he began, and removed the unlit cigarillo from his mouth. “How can
you finish job when it’s on opposite side of building?”
“But Mr. Jozef, feel this.” Wes extended an arm.
“Please,” Jozef said, moving Wes aside to step behind him. “Go back to banquet room
and wait for me.” He wedged his large hands under the fur’s collar. “Only if there’s fire do you
leave. Rozumiesz?”
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“But -- ”
“Rozumiesz?”
Wes plodded through the dining room toward the banquet room—his shoulders bare and
feeling thin—and noticed three women at a corner table, each with a leather coat spread against
her chair. The leathers were shiny, oiled, but to Wes they looked like black licorice that’d been
spit out. Even with expensive stuff, he realized, some things are better than others.
In the banquet room, Local 38 of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers had
just finished celebrating their 110th anniversary, but from the size of the mess they’d left, Wes
was dead positive Locals 39 and 40 had snuck in. The row of serving tables was crowded with an
army of serving pans; each pan stained with either beet juice or kielbasa grease or Golbaki sauce.
The dinner tables were worse, since they were covered in mugs and cups and glasses and dishes
filthy with half-eaten pierogies, pickled gherkins, or Sandacz. A dull pain pinched Wes’s head.
He growled and rubbed his temples.
He’d first noticed this pinching six months ago when he was waiting for a bus that was
late. He’d been sitting on the bench, watching car after car drive by for over an hour when,
suddenly, it felt like someone stuck a pin slowly into his ear. The pin-sticking next happened a
month later at the first job he had, as he picked up the hundreds of cigarette butts in the parking
lot of the bar where his mother waitressed. He didn’t think much about either incident at the
time, but when it happened a couple of weeks later, while he flicked through channel after
channel of crap TV one afternoon because the weather wouldn’t let him outside, he tried to
figure out what was causing the headaches. He still didn’t know, and since he’d begun working
at Jozef’s last month, they’d been happening more frequently. Standing by a table covered in
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dirty beer glasses, he was certain about one thing though: he was going to buy himself a fur coat.
The heavy thing made him feel weightless.
He walked to the end of the serving tables and found his bus tub: one plate and one bowl
still lying inside. He knew his mother would spaz when he stepped into their cramped, onebedroom apartment sporting a fur. She’d say something about not being able to afford it and
definitely something about how this weird, thoughtless behavior is exactly the kind of thing she’s
tired of seeing. But she’d get over it, he knew. The real problem in getting the coat, Wes
realized, would be Jozef. Within the last half year Wes had been fired from two other jobs—the
one at his mother’s bar and a dog walking service—and he’d learned that once the boss started to
move you physically to get you to do things, there weren’t many paychecks left.
“Please,” Jozef said as he entered the room and pulled two chairs from a table. “Tell me
the condition your mother and I agreed to for your working here.”
Wes sat. “That I didn’t cause problems with your business.”
“And until this room is cleaned other people can’t finish their jobs.”
“Mr. Jozef, I know and I’m totally sorry --”
“Wes, I’m running out of ideas. Restaurant work is like marriage. You are on one side,
work is on other, and no matter if hungry or tired, or if you have headache, Wes, you commit.”
“I hear you, Mr. Jozef, and -- “
“Yet each Sunday if you are not walking restaurant for aspirin, you are fooling around in
coat room, or in janitor’s closet reading French dictionary, or building little catapult behind
dumpster. In three Sundays, you haven’t finished one task. How is this commitment?”
“Mr. Jozef, I realize I haven’t been the most helpful, but that’s all gonna change. I
swear.”
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“I hope for sake of your mother you do.” Jozef stood. “Let’s try this, I finish floors and
buffet tables, you finish dining tables. Rozumiesz?”
*

*

*

The banquet room wasn’t really a banquet room. It was the same size as the adjacent
dining room, but was used more often to store linens, and broken tables and chairs, and halfworking vacuums, dollies, or anything else Jozef couldn’t afford to replace. This made the space
appear much busier, much dirtier than it really was. At least, that’s what Wes told himself as he
began to bus.
Starting with the nearest table, he reached around the light bulb-shaped centerpiece and
stacked the dirty dishes into the tub. He was picking up one especially food-laden plate when the
pinch returned, and he thought about the waitress who wore eye glitter and how she always had
Midol. Don’t, he told himself, and cleared another table and the pinch became a throb. The
throbbing sometimes went away on its own, so he acted busy and waited. Except that Jozef had
passed by the room three times and the pain hadn’t lessened. He considered ways of getting the
eye glitter waitress’s attention, but a girl, one without eye glitter, entered from the back doorway.
The girl didn’t look at Wes, focused as she was on the stack of large, paper napkins she
held sideways in front of her—like an accordion. She wore a white blouse and black pants like
the other waitresses, but he didn’t remember seeing her before. And despite looking to be about
his age, she wore a fanny pack. Only Special Ed kids wore those.
He picked up a plate and pretended to inspect it, but kept an eye on her. She set the
napkins on the last serving table, but half the stack fell and scattered on the floor. Ignoring those,
she sat and placed a single napkin in front of her. Her fingers were big and clunky and reminded
Wes of Legos. He was thinking she might be messed up mentally, when something appeared
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before her: a short-legged folded-napkin bird. He’d seen one or two of those birds before, but
figured Jozef had bought them from some store.
She placed another napkin in front of her, and suddenly another bird was standing there,
like she’d whispered a magic phrase and the paper square had folded on its own. Wes wasn’t
sure her fingers even moved. He narrowed his eyes.
Those Lego fingers did indeed move, but they were quick and smooth. When her thumbs
slid onto the white square, the other fingers slid off. When fingers glided back on, the thumbs
shifted away and waited. Even when a finger paused, it did so as part of a larger sequence of
motions. After six birds, Wes’s headache was gone. His mind felt loose, and he suddenly heard
the cook singing.
He had to introduce himself to her. Fur or no fur, this was now why he wanted to work at
Jozef’s—he had to find out exactly how she did that.
He stepped forward, and then stopped as someone called his name.
“Your commitment?” Jozef said from the front doorway.
“Mr. Jozef. Oh, man. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what just happened.” Wes felt the girl’s
eyes on him.
“Cooks can’t finish breaking down back room because dishes aren’t done. You mother
may be old friend, but maybe we finally admit elephant in room.”
“No. Please,” Wes said and hurried toward the stacks of dirty dishes in the back room.
“I’ve got commitment.”
Wes snapped on the faucet. The bus cart was still there, still parked by the sink and
loaded with a full tub on each of its three trays. Squeezing the bottle of orange soap until it
choked, he snatched a dinner plate from a tub, dropped it into the rising suds, and smacked the
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faucet over to the rinse sink. He scrubbed a plate, dunked it in the rinse, and set it on one of the
two school-desk sized drying racks on the counter. The waitress with the eye glitter hauled in a
full tub from the banquet room. “Thanks for making me do your job, freakazoid.” She slid the
tub along the floor, right at his ankles. He ignored her, and snatched more plates, scrubbed more
bowls, and dunked more glasses. The waitress hurled four more tubs at his ankles, each with a
little more force.
The pinch returned, and he was dunking another plate when Jozef, who was talking to the
cook in the kitchen, asked the cook for a lighter. He was going outside for a smoke. Wes thought
to go check on the bird girl, to see if she was still there, and he told himself no, that seeing her
could wait, except that he said this as he walked toward the banquet room door.
He peeked around the doorway and saw that the dishes, the tablecloths, the chairs, and
the tables had all been cleared. The room was bare, except for her. She sat on the floor near the
front doorway with a thin stack of napkins by her knees. A flock of maybe fifty birds were
spread out around her, like she was a lady feeding birds in some imaginary park.
“Excuse me,” Wes said, and stepped into the room. He saw that she had round and pretty
cheeks. “I want to say sorry for not saying hi when you walked in before. I wasn’t trying to
ignore you.”
“You’re supposed to be working right now,” she said, and set down another finished bird.
“I know, I know.” He checked the dining room doorway. “Would you give a flip if I just
hung out a sec and tried to learn how you do that? I’m Wes by the way.”
She smiled. “My name is Rosemary Anne.”
The restaurant’s front door slammed shut, and Wes leaned and saw Jozef flicking a
lighter that caused no flame. “Rosemary Anne, are you gonna be here next Sunday?”
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“My mom says so, why?”
“‘Cause there’s so much I want to talk to you about,” he said, and turned and hustled to
the back room.
He went back to washing dishes and began adding up the hours until next Sunday. The
Schlitz clock above the stainless steel sink read 10:55. He thought of his mother; she might
already be in the parking lot, dead tired from work and wanting to get home. All three bus trays
were empty, but there were still four full tubs on the floor: glasses and silverware sticking up like
middle fingers. He knew he couldn’t keep his mom waiting.
In the rear of the back room, he propped open the door to the janitor’s closet. Everything
from the soap and rinse sinks he put into one tub and everything from the drying racks he put
into another, and, with the four on the floor, he stacked all six in the closet’s corner and built a
wall around them with unopened bleach boxes. He stepped back and from every angle he
checked, all he could see were the boxes. He lobbed his apron onto the drying racks and hurried
out to the restaurant’s front door.
“Hello?” Jozef called out from the table with the three ladies. “Don’t leave unless you are
finished.”
Wes stopped in the doorway and turned. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Mr. Jozef.”
*

*

*

Jozef’s was on the side of Pearl populated with old brick homes, neighborhood bars, and
mom-and-pop shops. On the other side of the street though, and down a few blocks, the zoning
changed dramatically and a massive engine plant with large smokestacks grew out of the ground
like a jagged hillside. Wes’s Dad used to work at that plant until Wes’s mom called the police on
him so many times that he chose to start a new life in another town. Wes would wonder if his
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dad ever tried to get his old job back each time he and his mother passed the plant, but that night
he thought only of Rosemary’s hands. He wanted music. Good music. His mother, however, had
on her bar apron, which meant that she was too whipped to take it off after her shift and probably
needed silence.
He waited three and a half blocks before he finally asked her if he could turn on the radio.
She gave a weak nod and asked how Jozef was.
“Still hasn’t lit that cigar.” Wes turned the dial to the Motown station. “Oh, but there was
this new girl working tonight.”
“A new girl, huh?” His mother pulled into a convenience store.
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure she’s retarded, I mean special, but she makes these napkin birds
that are totally awesome. I got so into it. I could’ve watched it all night.” He stopped himself. “I
mean, obviously after I got my work done. ‘Cause, you know, I worked hard tonight. Killed it.”
The car lurched forward as she parked. She turned and gave him a look.
“What? I just saved a little work for next time is all.”
“Saved a little?”
“It’s no biggie, Mom, really. They’re just gonna sit there.”
“Damn it, Wesley, didn’t I say after last Sunday’s thing that we’ve used up all of our
favors with Jozef? What did he say when he found out about you ‘saving your work’?”
Wes looked out his window. Sleet was beginning to fall. “We didn’t really figure out all
the details.”
Wes waited for her to yell, for her to smack the steering wheel and ask why he couldn’t
just finish his tasks. Why he didn’t understand how important this job was for the both of them.
Instead, the only sound was a flagpole clanging somewhere nearby.
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He turned to her, but she stared out her window, her breath fogging the glass.
“Mom, I’m sorry, but really it’s not a big deal.”
She opened her door and got out.
He didn’t know why she wasn’t blowing up over this, but it couldn’t be good. He thought
about trying to explain the headaches, but he didn’t believe she’d see that as a legitimate reason
for not finishing his tasks. The more he thought about how strange she was acting, the more he
saw that she’d been behaving oddly about his working at Jozef’s lately. Maybe it was because
she’d known Jozef as a kid, but, unlike the first few shifts, she hadn’t asked him about the
completion of each and every task or given him a pep talk after he inevitably revealed he hadn’t
finished any of them.
On the ride back home, Wes held two brown bags full of groceries between his feet and
watched the sleet fall. As they wound their way deeper into the city, the neighborhoods changed,
the buildings turning from brick houses to brick duplexes to brick apartments. His mom took the
cut-through past that strip mall that never opened, and Wes turned to ask her about headaches,
but as the yellow streetlights shuttered over her face, she looked strange. Her cheeks were too
high or her hair was too short. Or maybe her eyes were too far apart. Something was off, but he
couldn’t figure it out exactly. Somehow she reminded him of the women who ate at Jozef’s; not
any specific female customer, but like any nameless woman he might pass on the street. When
they got home, the complex’s elevator was broken again, so he followed her up the stairs
carrying the groceries, but he let her walk a flight in front of him.
“You get the sofa,” she said holding the apartment’s door for him. Wes knew it was his
week for the bed, but he didn’t say anything.
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“Is everything all right with you, Mom?” he asked and stepped into the kitchen. She
didn’t answer, and by the time he turned to ask if she’d heard him, she’d closed the bedroom
door behind her.
They’d moved into this apartment a year ago, after his mom lost her secretary’s job and
the paycheck that came with it. She said this place was only temporary, that she’d get more shifts
at the bar soon and then they could get out of this dump, but Wes couldn’t remember the last
time she even talked about searching for new apartments, let alone going to see them.
The neighbor’s TV echoed through the apartment as Wes put away the groceries and
changed into a pair of sweats. He pulled out the sofa bed and after doubling the pillow over his
head, he felt certain his mother would calm down after she had some quiet time tomorrow
morning when he was at school. She’d dust the living room and rearrange the magazine rack a
few times, and she’d be fine. He closed his eyes and pictured him and Rosemary in the banquet
room; the restaurant closed so that there were no interruptions. A city of napkins as far as the eye
could see.
*

*

*

The hiss of the coffee maker woke him. His mother sat at the kitchen table with Beignet
on her lap and an opened newspaper in front of her.
“Man, I had the strangest dream.” He leaned over the back of the sofa and rubbed his
eyes. “All I had to do was raise my arms and I could fly. But each time, an air traffic controller
told me I wasn’t cleared.”
She sipped from her cup and turned a page. “I called Jozef this morning. He found your
dishes.”
Wes cracked his neck and hoped that maybe that would be the end of the conversation.
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“Did you hear me?”
“Yeah, I mean, yes. But remember I was going to do them on Sunday?”
“Wesley, how would that even work? Honestly, doesn’t a tiny bell go off in your head
when you hear yourself say, ‘I’ll hide these dirty dishes in the janitor’s closet and wash them
next week’?”
“No.”
“Well what does go through your head then? Please. Help me understand.”
“I don’t know. I know it’s not what I’m supposed to do, but they’re just dishes. They’re
not going anywhere.”
“God damn it, Wesley. It doesn’t matter if they’re not going anywhere --” she stopped
herself and returned to the paper.
“Mom, things are gonna change. Really. I know this sounds weird, but something with
those napkin birds makes me want to be there.”
“Do you even hear yourself right now? You say you know it sounds weird, and yet you
believe these napkin things will help. Wes, I need to know that you can help out around here if I
need you to. You’re fifteen, I understand, but there’s a real chance we could lose this place, and
grandma is too sick for us to move there.”
She jumped up and shook her hair with her hands. “Whatever this girl may or may not be
doing with these napkins, it doesn’t matter. Jozef said he couldn’t afford to keep paying someone
who doesn’t work.”
“Mom, please. I understand he’s upset, but I can do this. Please.”
She gave a smile, but it wasn’t hers, and went into the bedroom.
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He waited for her to storm back out and lay into him, but instead he heard the highpitched whirr of the vacuum cleaner. He made the sofa bed and fed Beignet, and thought she just
needed to blow her stack on the carpet really quick. He changed for school, taking his time to put
on his jeans, but the whirring continued. He told himself she’d feel better after she vacuumed the
living room. And maybe scrubbed the bathroom floor. But as he passed the broken elevator and
reached the stairwell door, the whirr continued. It continued as he hopped down the stairs and
walked around the construction workers in the crosswalk, until, finally, he began to sing to
himself as he jogged past the never-opened strip mall, trying to chase the sound from his head.
Sitting in first period Civics, Wes realized it was completely up to his mother if he ever
saw Rosemary’s hands again. Jozef would never ask him to return—Wes had heard his mom talk
too often about how hard Jozef had worked to keep that restaurant going. Wes wanted this day to
end quickly so he could get home and have some sort of sit down with his mother. The day
though, moved slowly, and for most of the morning Wes was convinced the world was spinning
backwards and delaying time.
The apartment was immaculate. Even the big, fake ficus in the corner looked shinier. The
bedroom door opened, and he rushed back there and with his hands folded in front of him, asked
his mom if he could please go back to Jozef’s. But she didn’t say anything. Instead, she simply
gave him that stranger’s smile again and stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. He
wanted to shout at her, to tell her to stop with the smiling and answer him, but he was afraid that
she might respond with another smile, or do something else that made her foreign.
*

*

*

Over the next two days, his mom refused to talk about him going back to Jozef’s, or
about anything else really. He changed strategies, focusing instead on teaching himself to fold
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napkins, but three libraries and five books later, all he had was a collection of napkins that
looked like facial tissue that’d been through the wash. Napkin birds, evidently, required time and
energy, both of which he knew he could cut down on if had Rosemary to teach him.
On Friday morning, he wrote his mother a note asking that if—and he triple underlined
the if—that if he wasn’t going back, would she at least allow him to hang out around the
restaurant? The note, despite her cooking at home all day Friday for some catering side job, was
still on the kitchen table when he returned from school. He considered sneaking over to the
restaurant for the next few Sundays, but would Jozef let him bother Rosemary while she was
working? Probably not. His mother was waitressing that evening, so he wandered around the
neighborhood, looking for something to distract him. The afternoon winter sky was a concrete
slab.
When he returned, the clock on the stove read 8:14. He searched for the cordless. He
wanted to watch French movies all night, to immerse himself in some distant and exotic world,
but that required making sure the video store had at least one of their three French movies in. He
dialed the store but stopped: a bus token was on the kitchen table. He knew his mother worked
again this Sunday, so he figured this was for him to get to Jozef’s. The bathroom door suddenly
squeaked opened, and he ran into the hall.
His mother stepped from the bathroom, her hair wrapped in a blue towel. “Slow night.
They sent me home.”
“Is the token for what I think it’s for?”
She nodded, and he threw his arms around her.
“Jozef said you could come back,” she began, “but on the condition that you do exactly
what he asks when he asks.”
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Wes let her out of his bear hug. “I will, Mom. I swear I will.”
*

*

*

On the bus ride to Jozef’s that Sunday, Wes pulled out a little spiral notebook and wrote
at the top, “Why I’m a good/bad employee.” For the next twenty minutes, he thought hard on
what exactly his employment problems were and what the solutions might be. But by Normandy
St., the page was still blank. An old lady sitting behind him leaned forward and, her breath a vat
of horseradish, said that it’s about will power and that being a good employee is a matter of
choice. Until W. 125th, he thought about that. She was right. For reasons he couldn’t quite put
into words, he lacked willpower. When he wanted something, he was choosing to let it
overpower him. He told himself that from now on, whenever he started to stray from the task or
get a headache, he’d stop being such a wimp and finish the job.
The bus reached his stop, and he hopped down and jogged to the restaurant. A wall of
sound fell on him when he opened the front door. The dining room was busy with gray-haired
people who had evidently spilled out from the packed banquet room. A stage was set up in the
rear of the banquet room, since he could see the top half of a woman squeezing an accordion and
a bald guy plucking at a guitar. A polka band. Almost everyone wore a blue baseball cap with
yellow lettering on the front. Wes checked the diner chalkboard by the never-used hostess
podium. It read, “Welcome Korean Vets. Thank You.” Underneath the chalkboard, a card table
had been set up. It was covered in red flowers with black centers. They were made of napkins.
Folded. Rosemary sat next to it.
“You can have one,” she said. “Mr. Jozef said anyone could.”
*

*
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*

Every waitress Wes had met since being hired was in the back room, including the one
with the eye glitter. They all wore white blouses and black pants, and they rushed around
carrying something silver: serving pans, trays covered in foil, mixing bowls, large utensils. Wes
weaved to the back corner and yanked a clean apron from the twine-bound stack. He tied the
apron in a double knot and rolled his sleeves up past his elbows. A full bus cart sat near the
cutting table. He wheeled the cart snug against the side of the sink and locked its wheels.
Snapping on the faucet, he thought that these poor dishes wouldn’t know what hit them. He
turned to grab the bottle of soap and saw Jozef standing in the banquet room doorway. Servers
were ducking and side-stepping to get around him. “Follow me,” he said to Wes.
By the four kegs in the back corner, Jozef opened the door to a closet Wes hadn’t noticed
before. Stacks of clean towels and tablecloths sat on one side, and piles of dirty towels and
tablecloths on the other. A half-dozen bright white uniforms hung from a coat rod.
“Mr. Jozef, I want to apologize and thank you -- “
Jozef held up his hand and removed his unlit cigarillo. “Please, I’m sure mother told you
that if I wasn’t short-handed you wouldn’t be here. I need you on mashed potatoes. Just put it on
their plates.”
“Wait. What do you mean if you weren’t short -- “
Jozef pointed to the uniforms and closed the door on his way out.
Wes stared at the pile of dirty towels. He didn’t remember his mom saying Jozef
welcomed him with open arms, but she surely didn’t say anything about his returning being a
desperation move on Jozef’s part. It might not be a lie, but it seemed close. Whatever was going
on with her though, it didn’t matter right now. He needed all his willpower to stay committed.
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Wes stepped into the banquet room and saw a pack of big-bellied men hovering around
the mashed potatoes. He walked behind the serving tray and, in unison, they shoved their plates
forward. Wes plopped a pasty blob on plate after plate. As the men were replaced by other bigbellied men, Wes’s head began to pinch. The pinch became a throb, but by the time the first
group of men returned for seconds, Wes was still plopping potatoes on plates. He wondered if
Jozef gave out employee trophies.
“How goes it?” Jozef asked. He replaced the near empty pan of potatoes with a full one.
“I don’t mean to brag, Mr. Jozef, but I’m pretty freakin’ great at this.”
Jozef gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Good. Keep it up.”
Wes told himself that, pain or no pain, work was just this easy. And as Jozef slipped back
into the crowd of blue hats, Wes watched the guests, all of whom were now sitting at their tables,
and stepped back against the wall. His head was throbbing, but he felt good. He knew his mother
would be relieved to know he figured out this whole working thing. He felt he’d earned a quick
reward, a break. Rosemary stood at the end of the buffet line, at the fruit cocktail station.
“Rosemary,” he said and stepped next to her, “you think you could give me a few bird
tips on your break?”
“I can’t. My Grandpa was a Captain. We’re having dinner.”
Wes paused. He checked the potato station. No guests were there. “How about if you
show me really quick then how you make those birds?”
“We’re not suppose -- ”
“I know, I know, but if you do it fast, we’ll be fine.” He grabbed a napkin from the pastry
station and handed it to her.
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She hesitated, but then peeled it open. The corner went to the center, he knew that, but he
didn’t know that the length of the edge then folded about half-past the center. He was getting it.
He watched carefully, but as she spun the napkin and began the second series of folds, he lost
track of what went where. Her Lego fingers simply flowed until a bird stood, until his own head
went loose and his body became light.
“Now we have to get back to work,” she finally said.
“No. Please.” He set another napkin in front of her, but she glanced over the top of Wes’s
head and spun back to her station and stared at the fruit cocktail. Motionless.
“Zero commitment,” Jozef said. Wes turned. A herd of big-bellied men stood grumbling
in front of the mashed potato station.
*

*

*

Wes ran. His fist cinching the waist of the uniform pants as his unzipped denim coat
flapped from his sides. He flew across Pearl, narrowly dodging the bleating cars. Jozef said he
could stay, could wait for his mother in the dining room, but if there was any chance of keeping
Rosemary and her hands in his life he had to talk to his mother before Jozef did. And he knew he
couldn’t risk calling from the restaurant and have Jozef walk into the office as he bent the story.
He cut the corner to Old Brooklyn and spotted a 7-11. With the sticky pay phone to his
ear, he waited for the bartender to search the bar for his mother.
“She’s not here,” he said.
“She showed though, right?”
“Yeah, but she took off a couple minutes ago. I don’t know where she went.”
Wes called home, but no one answered. He called the coffee shop she usually went to,
but she wasn’t there. He called an old neighbor whose number was listed in the phone book, and
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after she asked if he’d physically checked the apartment, he took off for home. His denim coat
again flapping from his sides.
He threw open the apartment door and called out. Neither her purse nor her coat was on
the sofa, but he searched the bedroom and the bathroom anyway. He sat at the kitchen table,
trying to think of where else she might be, and realized he didn’t care as much about Jozef
getting to her first as he did about just finding out where she was. He considered calling the
hospitals, but told himself to calm down, everything was going to be OK. He watched the front
door as the dim afternoon light turned to dark, as the street lamps beamed shafts of yellow into
the apartment. As the apartment grew cold, he couldn’t keep his eyes open.
*

*

*

The coffee maker gurgled, and Wes opened his eyes. The morning grey had already
seeped into the room. His mother walked from the kitchen with her coffee cup in hand.
He jumped up from the kitchen table. “Where were you last night? Why weren’t you at
work?”
She didn’t answer.
He followed her down the hallway. “Why did you tell me Jozef wanted me back?”
She turned as she opened the bedroom door. The classifieds were spread out over the
unmade bed. She licked her thumb and removed a smudge on his cheek, and then closed the door
behind her. Wes stood there, confused. He wasn’t sure what was going on with her, but he
suddenly wanted to get out of there and clear his head.
He caught the first bus from the stop down the street. He wasn’t sure where it was going,
but as the winter sun barely lifted into the sky, his mind began to race. He couldn’t stop trying to
figure out why his mother was acting so distant, so strange, or why he kept getting those
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headaches, or if he’d see Rosemary again. These questions spun around in his mind until they
were so knotted he didn’t know what the original concerns were. All that was left was what was
outside the bus window: black curb snow. He hated it. He might not know anything about the
questions in his head, but he knew he wanted to jump off the bus and put a hose to all that black
snow. To walk around the city with a raging fire truck beside him and blast all the snow away
with a high-powered fire hose.
By the time he caught a return bus and got home, night had fully covered the town. As he
approached his front door, he knew he wanted answers from his mother. He wanted to know
exactly what was going on not only with Jozef but also with her. He figured Jozef must’ve called
her at her work yesterday and that she had the bartender lie. He slid his key into the lock, but
heard a male voice from inside the apartment. It was Jozef. His mother then spoke, and he
pressed his ear to the door, but it was impossible to make out what they were saying until Jozef’s
voice rang out into the hallway.
“Sharon. For last time, I don’t need volunteers.”
A string of mumbles followed and then random rustlings of movement. It was impossible
to tell what was happening. The apartment went completely quiet for what seemed like an hour
until suddenly shadows began to move. Someone was walking toward the door. Wes moved and
the door opened. Jozef.
“May God help us both,” he said to Wes and put on his hat.
Wes quickly moved around him and closed the door.
“Mom?” he called out, but no one answer. He searched the apartment and at last spotted
her out on the small balcony. She stood barefoot in an old t-shirt and jeans, staring out into the
courtyard. He pulled the afghan off the back of the sofa and tried to slide the door open, but it
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was jammed from the outside. He stood there watching her. Watching her watch the courtyard.
The street lamps highlighting the falling snow.
*

*

*

The snow didn’t stop. By the following Sunday the streets and yards and buildings were
covered in a blanket of white. Despite Wes telling his mother he didn’t want her to drive him to
Jozef’s, especially if he was only going to be a volunteer there now, she told him to grab his coat
and meet her in the car. Wes found that he couldn’t look at her anymore. First it was her hair,
then her walk, until she didn’t look, sound, or act like his mother. He sometimes couldn’t even
be in the same room with her.
She made the right onto Old Brooklyn and drove past the convenience store. The brick
apartments turned into brick duplexes. The engine plant growing out of the ground like a hillside.
She pulled into the restaurant and drove around back. Wes was about to remind her that
he usually went in the front when he saw Jozef. He stood inside a white box truck that was filled
with white cardboard boxes. A metal roller conveyor was attached to the truck’s back end. Wes
hopped out without asking if she was picking him up.
“Where do you want me?” he asked Jozef.
“I send. You stack. Rozumiesz?”
Wes nodded and caught a box—the cold cardboard dry against his hands. He stacked the
boxes on the platform cart sitting inside the service door and returned to the conveyor. He caught
one box after another. Stacked one box after another. His head pinched, and the pinch became a
throb as the afternoon became evening. He rubbed his hands together, and Jozef told him to go
inside and get some gloves. Quickly.
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In the back room, a middle-aged man with a lazy eye washed dishes. Wes couldn’t find a
pair of gloves in the janitor’s closet, so he went out to the closet in the banquet room. The
banquet room was set up for a party. All the square dinner tables were out, covered in green
tablecloths, and all the serving tables that had been lined up in a perfect row near the wall were
also out, and only one of them didn’t have a table cloth. Rosemary sat at that table—a dozen
folded napkins before her. But the napkins weren’t folded into birds. They were folded into
something else, something he couldn’t quite identify.
Wes nodded hello and went to the closet. He found a pair of gloves and was about to
hurry back outside when Rosemary waved him over.
“Look,” she said and showed him one of the paper creatures.
“What is that?”
“It’s a turtle. If Mr. Jozef says it’s OK, maybe I can teach you?”
Wes checked the back doorway, and then turned to her and her Lego fingers. The throb in
his head seemed to lessen. “I’d like that, Rose,” he said and put on his gloves. “I know I would.”
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When a Man Loves a Woman
Most of the halfway house’s residents had gone to bed, so Gene Sadlowski, who was
forty and had just punched in for his overnight shift, got to shoving and dragging all the living
room furniture into the adjacent dining room. The tattered sofas, the broken table lamp, even the
empty fish tank that’d sat dusty in the corner for months was moved to create more space.
Two residents, an undifferentiated schizophrenic and a major depressive, huddled in the
Skittle-filled shadow where one of the sofas used to be, each holding a yellowed copy of a script
from To Kill a Mockingbird. Gene and these two men of the all-male house had been exchanging
lines as a way for the men to practice social skills, an exercise the staff did mostly when
paperwork was due at the end of the month. On that night, however, Gene saw the exercise as an
opportunity, and for five loose smokes he got these men to table read the script so he could prove
something to himself. That afternoon, Gene’s fiancée told him she was going to call off their
engagement because he wasn’t spontaneous enough, that he was so rote and predictable—“like a
first cousin to death and taxes”—that she was having doubts as to whether she could spend her
life with him. At first, Gene had ignored her, thinking he could be as reckless as a rock star if he
wanted, but as evening came, he wasn’t so certain, and before he went mouthing off to his
fiancée, he wanted to be sure.
“Let’s do a quick read-through first,” Gene said and positioned the two residents to form
a triangle with him, thinking that if the two men faced each other they’d feel more relaxed. “We
want to give ourselves the best chance for success, right?”
*

*

*

“Now Boo Radley’s in there all by himself,” read Javier, who was playing Jem, and
tugged at his tiny Cheerios t-shirt, unable to cover his distended belly.
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“Wonder what he does?” read Willem, who was Dill, cradling his black fez as if he were
issuing a formal address. “Looks like he’d stick his head out the door sometime.”
“Perfect, guys,” Gene interrupted. “Now I’m going to jump in as Miss Stephanie, and
we’ll all say a line and then improvise a line.”
“Dill,” Gene began as Miss Stephanie, “I don’t want you playing around that house over
there.” He paused to think of a line. “Because it’s fucking scary and you might get axed all to
death.” Gene looked to the residents, but he knew he’d muffed it. He told them to keep going.
“Judging from his tracks,” Javier read, “he’s about six and a half feet tall, he eats raw
squirrels and any cats he can catch,” he paused. “And his teeth are almost yellow and he drools.”
“Isn’t that almost exactly what the next part is?” Willem asked.
“Kinda,” Gene began, “but -- ”
“You ain’t no better,” Javier said and stepped over to Willem. Gene moved between the
two of them, dwarfed by the size of Javier and the height of Willem, and Willem kept sticking
out his tongue at Javier, so Javier began to yell.
“Enough,” Gene shouted. “Or no one gets any smokes. Let’s just take a break for a
minute.” Gene was watching as the two backed away from each other when he noticed that
Rashad, the other overnight counselor—and the one who got to hang out in the office with the
computer all night because he had more seniority—was standing in the room. A copy of the
script in his hand.
“You’re not gonna throw a stone at the Radley house,” Rashad read. He turned to the
residents “Fellas, why don’t you go head up to your rooms now?”
The residents simultaneously moved toward the stairs until Rashad told Javier to hold on
and let Willem get up the stairs first. Rashad then peered up the stairs to check that Javier wasn’t
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turning toward Willem’s room at the top of the steps, and then looked to Gene. He put his hand
on Gene’s shoulder.
“You know those two don’t get along well,” Rashad began, holding the script up, “that
they got into a fight last week, right? So, can I ask you: What in God’s name were you thinking
having them read this?”
“I’m not sure, I just -- ”
“Well, you need to be sure,” Rashad said and moved back toward the kitchen and
basement stairs. “Because we sure as hell don’t need your uncertainty around here.”
*

*

*

The basement chair’s rusty wheels squeaked loud enough to cause an echo each time
Gene rolled between the med cabinet and a client. Rashad was back in the office, the beeps and
boops of a video game springing out toward Gene, while Gene got to do the staff’s least favorite
job: dispensing meds. The residents weren’t allowed to leave the property unchaperoned, which
made for men who had nothing to do all day but nap and who often became verbally abusive
when their sleep was taken from them. Gene didn’t mind it so much, since it was satisfying to
count out each med and check of a little box after the med had been taken, but as he finished
with the last resident, he continued to think about how he had muffed that one line. He knew it
was only a sentence, a single thought of garbled improv, but it still bothered him. He locked up
the med cabinet and hopped up to the smoke room, hoping nobody had decided to clear their
phlegm-filled lungs in one of the ashtrays.
When he reached the top of the stairs and stepped into the kitchen, however, all four
bulbs in the kitchen’s ceiling fan fixture were on. Two bulbs in the fixture were always left
partially unscrewed to save money on supplies. The two lemonade-yellow lights in the stove’s
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overhead vent were on too, as were the floodlights on the back porch, and the temperamental
fluorescents in the dining room. Gene knew that bedtime meds by design put everyone into a tenhour coma. He wondered about the accuracy of that time frame and was turning off the stove
lights when a clapping sound came from the living room. He quickly unscrewed the fanlights by
a few turns and hurried over there.
Two floor lamps were now positioned under the archway that separated the dining and
living rooms—their three-way light bulbs burning at the brightest setting. Gene had hauled and
put back all the living room’s furniture, so he was confused as he walked to the lamps and shut
them off. He spotted Javier standing by the heavy coffee table in the center of the living room.
He was shirtless, and he faced away from the lamps, toward the big window that looked out onto
the street, and slapped his shoulder, mumbling to himself.
“Javi, you all right, man?” Gene said.
Javier continued to slap his shoulder, and Gene thought to get Rashad, since he had much
more experience in dealing with symptomatic residents, especially with residents who might
need to be physically restrained. But then an idea came to him. It was a bad idea, he knew that,
but he thought that, unless he was totally incapable of being impulsive, he should be able to
improvise a few moves after initiating a physical restraint. After all, it wasn’t like he didn’t know
the basics of a two- and four-point hold. He’d done better than all the other counselors at the
county-wide training.
He crept up behind Javier and focused on his own body, listening for an impulse to guide
his behavior. He noticed how Javier’s love handles shook with each slap and was thinking to
swing out wide by the TV and ease into the big man’ sight when his hand shot out and grabbed
Javier’s non-slapping arm. Suddenly, Gene wasn’t worried about improvising anymore.

42

Javier grunted and Gene threw his other arm threw around hiss body, bear hugging him.
Gene widened his legs to bolster his balance, and Javier jerked his broad shoulders sideways,
trying to wrench his arms free from whomever or whatever he thought pinned them. Gene
squeezed tighter, his hands locked under Javier’s ribcage, and Javier tried to wedge his fingers
into Gene’s hands, but his thick fingers couldn’t dig their way in, so he twisted, and with such
force that Gene’s body snatched up from the carpet and, for a breath, balanced on Javier’s hip
before the big man’s knees buckled. They fell into the davenport and then onto the floor. Gene’s
arm lay pinched under Javier’s bloated heft as he still held on to the bear hug, still squeezed.
“Javi, damn it. It’s me, Gene. I’m not trying to hurt you.”
Javier snapped his head back and clocked Gene in the ear. A low whine set off in Gene’s
head, and put his head between Javi’s shoulder blades. Javier tried another head butt, but Gene
was now too close. Gene closed his eyes and let whatever sense, whatever feeling that might
come to him, just come.
A pain like a nail being jabbed into Gene’s side snapped open his eyes. Javier had
wrested an arm loose and jack-hammered at his ribs. Gene let go and wiggled out. Both of them
jumped to their feet. Gene clutched his side, moaned, and Javier ran into the narrow foyer and
slammed the front door behind him. The light at the top of the stairs flicked on and shone onto
the landing. Footsteps raced up from the basement.
“Who screamed?” Rashad asked, rushing into the room. A blue resident file in his hand.
“Javi was acting up,” Gene said and winced. “He ran off.”
“Go to the office and wait,” Rashad said, and slid between the group of residents that was
now huddled in the foyer. Some of them in only their underwear, and most of them with their
hair sticking up, but all of them were looking at Gene. Staring.
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Gene sat in the office and hoped Javi hadn’t run off too far. He’d at least known to call
the psych emergency paramedics. The house’s floorboards were thin, and when the paramedics
finally did arrive, Gene heard Rashad talking to them and talking to the residents, as if he were
an interpreter between the two groups. Gene told himself that whatever punishment he gets, he
deserves. Still, as he heard Rashad list the meds Javier takes, he couldn’t help but think that
maybe his fiancée was right, maybe he wasn’t someone who’d be much fun to spend a life with.
Rashad closed the office door behind him.
“They find him?” Gene said.
“I did. They’re talking to him in the ambulance now,” he said and leaned against his
desk. A golf bag penholder tipped over. “What the hell happened?”
“I tried a restraint.”
“Alone?”
Gene shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
Rashad set the penholder upright and sat. He explained that he would have to file a green
form on him and that there might be legal action not only from the company, but also from
Javier.
Gene nodded and agreed to cooperate, but as Rashad continued to explain the legality of
the situation and Gene’s possible recourse, Gene thought about his future. He told himself to stop
being so juvenile, that he may have just hurt an individual who already had plenty of hurt. But
even as he thought that, his fiancée’s voice entered his mind.
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Mammal
Normally, I’d find nourishment from the climax of Father John’s sermon by closing my
eyes and savoring his fervent spirit. On this morning though, despite sitting in the rear of our
antiquated church, his rhetoric gave such breath, such charge, that the compulsion to commune
with another overwhelmed me. I scanned the congregation, but all of my brothers and sisters
were engaged in supplementing Father’s sustenance through praying their rosaries or mouthing
highlighted texts. I was turning to my neighbor, hoping to experience an enlightened exchange,
when my sight caromed off her and connected to beyond pew’s end. A large penguin stood
against the wall.
It was probably an individual in a costume. After all, penguins don't grow to the size of
Adam unless very special conditions exist and besides, I spied a crude seam where the head
attached. When the bird arrived or if it’d been participating with the other parishioners in the
standing area I couldn’t determine, but it faced the service with its giant flippers on its hips like it
wanted to join our celebration but couldn’t find a spot wide enough to accommodate its ample
seat. Curious as to who else noticed, I counted nine others who sighted this enormous aquatic
creature. Initially, they observed on the sly, glancing only during Father’s pauses, but one by
one, they lost interest and permanently re-affixed their attentions to their rosaries or texts. Their
indifference concerned me, but before I could compile a list of names, the bird, possibly seeing a
spot I couldn’t, began walking down the aisle. More of a waddle actually, cute almost, as if
carrying heavy dumbbells with legs too stumpy to maintain a balanced gait. It paused outside a
pew, maybe eight or ten rows up—one that appeared to have a modest opening towards its
center.
A young man in his late teens, early twenties, knelt at the entrance, rocking with conviction
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to Father’s cadence. The penguin took a half step forward and maybe recognizing the young
man’s devotion, tapped his shoulder in such a considerate manner that it appeared a caress.
Needing a moment to steady himself, the young man looked to the bird and without thought to
the situation or his safety placed his palm on its fuzzy, white belly and gave a slow rub. Probably
as confused as I was by the gesture’s meaning, the animal stepped behind him in a quiet, yet
awkward attempt to squeak by. The young man quickly raised his hand and gave the animal a
firm finger wag. Stepping back, the bird placed its left flipper across its chest and bowed in an
apparent effort to apologize for this faux pas. For me, this was a notable thing: a striking
confirmation that the creature was of solid moral stock.
The bird returned to waddling down the aisle, nearer the wall than the pews, allowing the
stained-glass shafts of light from the stations of the cross to pass over its tuxedoed body. From
"Jesus is Stripped of His Garments" to "Jesus is Nailed to the Cross," it studied packed pew after
packed pew. When it passed the church’s mid-point, just before "Jesus Dies on the Cross," its
lopsided movement disappeared and its webbed feet merely slid along the floor as if it quit its
resolve. This struck me as melodramatic, but I reserved judgment. The bird came to a standstill
and peeked over its chubby shoulder, obviously unsure about its decision to explore the front. I
was considering signaling encouragement, believing that it needed support, when it rose onto the
tips of its toes. Triangulating his line-of-sight, I glimpsed a slight opening near the middle of the
first pew.
At the pew’s entrance, a dark-haired boy holding one side of a hymnal sat next to a curlyhaired woman, presumably his mother, who held the hymnal’s other side. The bird waddled
towards them and without pause attempted to barge past the boy. Only the reflexive stiff-arm of
the mother stopped the enlivened animal. The bulbous bird, however, had advanced far enough
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that its massive rear smothered the boy. Initially, the thing seemed unawares, but as the mother
pushed against its soft belly, the animal evidently recognized its intrusiveness and returned to the
aisle. The mother, possibly understanding the desperation of this indigent creature, peered down
the congested row and then back to the bird. She shrugged with an empathy I could feel, but also
with a firmness that declared this was the conversation’s end. The animal, despite its established
decorum, stared at her and my stomach tightened. I now felt unsure of the bird's true capabilities.
Suddenly, it shifted its focus to the boy and, for a moment, I don’t believe any vessel of God
could have divined the creature’s will. Thankfully, as Father signaled the end of his sermon by
shuffling together his note cards, the bird broke its focus and positioned itself against the wall.
Folding its flippers over its belly, it observed the commencement of Father’s preparation
of the Body of Christ. What struck me at that instant was how respectful the creature was being
despite its frustration. How it was able to moderate its desires so efficiently. After about two
minutes, near the beginning of the Consecration, it made the sign of the cross with its bulky
flipper and left through the choir room exit. I scanned the congregation again, intrigued as to
who else might have witnessed this spectacle unfold. Only a girl in pig tails several pews up
turned from where the flightless bird exited. She studied me as a pink bubble ballooned from her
lips, and as I nodded to acknowledge this costumed beast the bubble popped and she returned her
attention to the service. Eager to re-wet my palate with Father’s spirit, I did likewise. What I
couldn’t understand though, what nagged at me throughout the remainder of the service, what
still nags at me like a Eucharist that won’t unstick from the roof of your mouth, is why the bird
didn’t simply waddle back to the standing area and finish the service there?
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The Train from Chicago
Nan sat at the bar and watched as all the adults who’d packed into the dining car guzzled
beers and talked so excitedly that the train rattled more from conversation and laughter than
from being dragged across the countryside. She slurped the last of her orange soda and couldn’t
believe how unfriendly these people were being to her. A joke book thick as a lunchbox served
as a coaster, but only because she’d taken it to every table and told these people her best jokes,
the ones that made her cheeks pinch from laughter, and they’d all just smiled past her and went
on talking. In three days she’d be in a new junior high in California, and she had to figure out if
these jokes, or any jokes at all, were a quick way to make friends. Since her mother up and split
five years ago, the three of them—Nan, her sister, Edie, and their father—had moved a lot, and
Nan was tired of how each time she finally got to know someone, they had to pack up and leave
again.
The bartender with the horn-rim glasses shooed her from the bar stool, saying the dining
car was for people who tipped. Nan was about to slap down her last two nickels, wanting to try
some different jokes with these people, but instead she stood and hauled in her book. The train
she was on had been carrying people to the coast for over forty years, since the late 20s, and
because it was scheduled to be put out of service in a few months, almost everyone she’d passed
seemed nostalgic or cheerful or talkative, and she figured there had to be someone, somewhere in
one of these cars who was in the mood for a joke.
Toward the end of the dining car, a velvet rope blocked off a staircase that led to a domed
observation deck. A gold-lettered wall sign stated that, with no exceptions whatsoever, the deck
was for paying customers only. Nan heard laughter wind its way down the stairs, and, a moment
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later, what she thought was a chorus of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.” She ducked the rope and
climbed the stairs.
The people were actually singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” and singing it in a round
like she did in that music class back in Youngstown. Passengers filled the pair of seats on either
side of the aisle, and everyone was pretending to work an oar through water. The deck only had
two-dozen chairs, but because the ceiling was a glass dome, the entire section acted as a
compact amphitheater, and the singing bounced around and drowned out any noise from the
train or the bar downstairs. The afternoon sun cut through the eddying cigarette smoke, and
Nan felt like she was in a dream—a feeling that reminded her of the summer her father had
moved them to Toledo, where the mornings were thick with ground fog and she imagined she
was standing in the sky.
She walked the narrow aisle and looked for someone who seemed eager to hear a good
joke. At the aisle’s end, a guy with an afro sticking out from under a porkpie hat sat against the
window, a shoebox-sized suitcase resting in the seat next to him. He wasn’t singing, and
despite the train’s rocking and bouncing, his hands were folded over his stomach and his body
was as still as a post. He stared out the window with a calm expression, like he was open to
anything.
“Anyone sitting here?” Nan asked as she lifted the suitcase.
“Well, you are now,” he said with a laugh and took the case from her. “I’m Desmond.”
“I’m Nan. Desmond, you ever hear the one about the guy who lost his left arm and left
leg in an accident?”
Desmond paused. “Is he all right, now?” He smiled. “My dad used to tell me and my
brothers a joke each night before he went to bed.”
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“Really? You remember any good ones?”
He shook his head. “Haven’t thought about them in a long time.”
The people on the deck quit the song and a plume of cigar smoke lifted from the seat
directly in front of Nan. She watched Desmond watching the smoke as it bumped into the glass
and curled. By the porkpie hat, which was a too big for his head, and the thin mustache
smudging his lip, she figured he couldn’t be more than ten years older than she was, twentytwo or twenty-three maybe.
“You only carry tiny clothes?” she asked and pointed at the case.
He unlatched the worn clasps and revealed a silver trumpet.
“Marching band?”
He smiled. “Got a job as a studio musician in San Francisco.”
Nan tilted her head, confused.
“I help folks make records,” he started and paused. “So do you usually just sit next to
strangers and start talking?”
“My dad and sister are back in the roomette unpacking. Do you mind?”
He looked at her like she was missing a part that he couldn’t quite see.
Nan folded her legs under her. “Tell me about being a studio musician.”
He nodded and talked about how he’d wanted to be a horn player since he could
remember, and Nan couldn’t believe how his voice sounded. When her father had moved them
to Cedar Rapids, rainwater would drip from the motel’s roof into a hooped barrel by the
window, which helped her sleep. His voice was exactly like that.
He abruptly stopped. “But you wanted to tell me jokes.”
“No, no,” she said and shook her head. “Keep talking. Please.”
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*

*

*

Nan and Desmond talked about music and made fun of the old guy with the lazy eye
across the aisle from them, and when she finally made it back to the roomette, she found her
father had emptied her and her sister’s suitcases and was shaking their clothes as if coins were
caught in their hems. Her father had a job waiting for him near Los Angeles, one that had sent
enough of an advance he’d bought them a big, fancy dinner before they left, so Nan wasn’t sure
why he seemed to be needing loose change. Edie, whose hair was as curly as Nan’s was
straight, was standing by the floor vent, enjoying the novelty of air-conditioning. Nan cleared a
spot on the bottom bunk and waited for her father to explain. He had an explanation for
everything.
“That pen is very important,” he said, talking to Nan like she hadn’t been gone the past
two hours. He suddenly stood, muttering how the pen wasn’t a deal-breaker though, and slid his
threadbare Army duffle bag from the top bunk. The bag’s canvas sides bulged.
“Receipts again?” Edie asked and sat next to Nan.
“California’s the land of the communes, Beautiful, but it ain’t all free.” He opened the
bag and a mess of papers fell onto the scattered clothes. Nan figured he’d found a clerk from a
nice hotel who was willing to sell the front desk’s trash—the usual go-to plan when he and
their mother used to need fast money—but she couldn’t figure out why they’d need money if
he’d have a paycheck in a week or so. He tossed the empty duffle bag back on the top bunk and
told them he’d be back in a half-hour.
Nan waited for him to close the roomette’s door. “If he has a job, why are we doing
this?”
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Edie shrugged. “Who cares? We’ll still get twenty bucks a piece for it.” She picked up an
envelope-sized piece of paper. “Besides, five bucks says I can find more credit card numbers
than you.”
Nan smiled and jumped to the floor, unable to resist a bet from her sister. Whether the
plan was to find valid credit card numbers or act like they’d slipped and hurt themselves at a
grocery store, the two of them always had fun when carrying out their father’s plans. They
knew that most of what they did was illegal, but they never hurt anyone, so they didn’t think
too much about it.
Nan started with a hand-written grocery list and a cash receipt for a car rental, but
nothing that had that unmistakable long line of numbers. Eventually, she found good receipts, a
half-dozen or so, which was a half-dozen more than Edie. And two of them—BankAmericard
slips specifically—had charges on them for over a thousand dollars, suggesting high credit
lines. When her father returned with a six-pack under his arm, he beamed at her.
“Good job, Beautiful. At the next stop we’ll call Sears, so we have things to sell once we
get to LA.”
Nan smiled, but as her father knelt next to them and got Edie laughing with an Army
story so outrageous it was clearly made up, Nan suddenly didn’t feel like doing this anymore.
She wasn’t sure exactly why, but as her sister and father tried to one-up each other with
fantastic stories, Nan felt like this big move might be an opportunity for them to change, and
they were missing it.
*

*

*

The next morning, and with her joke book under her arm, Nan left before her father or
sister woke up. She hurried to the next passenger car and peered inside the door’s window to
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see how many people were there. Almost a third of the train’s cars had the popular observation
decks, but Nan heard that it was the trio of cars near the front where most of the passengers
hung out during the morning. The door hissed open and sure enough the car was full of people
taking pictures of the old seats, and the old windows, and the hills of west Nebraska that were
rolling by. Nan spotted a young couple wearing suede vests and rose-tinted sunglasses. She was
moving toward them when a voice crackled through the staticky PA system. It announced that
due to a routine inspection, they would be staying fifteen minutes longer at the next stop. Nan
considered talking to the couple in suede anyway, but then thought of all the people who would
be standing around outside, with nowhere to go and nothing to do, and how they might
appreciate a good laugh.
The terminal at the station was nothing more than a stretched out shack—its wood
weathered and gray, with an old man sleeping at the desk inside. When the train’s doors opened
though, Nan couldn't believe what she saw off in the distance: the foothills of the Rockies.
She'd never been west of Dodge City before.
“Pretty damn big, eh?” said a man who stepped past her onto the station’s platform. Nan
nodded and followed him down.
Not many passengers got off the train. Maybe they didn't like the looks of the dark clouds
coming in, Nan thought, or maybe they were too busy drinking morning beers and singing
songs. But for whatever reason, there weren’t many people to try out jokes on. At the far end of
the platform, the locomotive engineer in his overalls, and a group of train waitresses in their
blue uniforms, huddled around each other in a semi-circle. A few kicked at the concrete stones
while the others smoked.
Then, suddenly, music.
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Nan listened. With each gust of wind, the high-pitched tune went quiet. She walked
around the station’s corner and there, in the tall grasses and flowers, stood Desmond.
He was taller than she thought. Sitting next to him on the observation deck, her neck had
ached from tilting her head up at him. Standing in the field now, however, she wouldn't have
been surprised if he was perched on a milk crate. He stopped playing when she stepped in front
of him.
“I love the smell of rain,” he said. “Are there any songs you’d like to hear? Maybe
something with a joke in its title?”
Nan laughed. But despite listening to music constantly, much to the annoyance of Edie,
she couldn’t think of any song titles.
“Whatever it was you were just playing,” she said.
His fingers moved over the instrument and it was immediately evident that he was good.
Really good. She didn’t know what song he played, but it made her feel sad and happy and
excited all at the same time. As he went on and the dark rain clouds rolled in, she realized that
she kind of liked him. She picked a stalk of grass and had begun to roll it between her fingers
when a man called out. The engineer was waving at them, waving them over.
“We’re leaving in two minutes,” he said as they approached, “but if you guys want, you
can hang out in the engine with me. Just until the next stop.”
Nan thought about her father. He’d asked her to stick around the roomette in the morning,
as he had something he wanted to talk to her and Edie about, but she figured it wouldn’t be
more than a half-hour until the next stop. Besides, she thought, when had he ever been a
stickler for rules?
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The engineer stepped onto the train, and Desmond moved to the side and waved his arm
at the engine’s steps.
“After you, milady.”
Nan curtsied, and giggled as she grabbed the handrail.
The noise inside the engine was so loud it could've peeled paint: the wheels screeched,
the rails pounded, and at crossings the air horn scared the blood from Nan’s head. The engineer
had to lean and yell as he talked about the benefits of a diesel engine, how it worked, and why
passenger trains would always be around. A pail full of dark tobacco spit shuddered as he
spoke. Nan loved all of it: the metal, the grime, the smell of diesel. She noticed how relaxed
Desmond was—his body loose as if lying in bed. She looked where he looked and imagined
what he might be seeing. The approaching water tower, the quick succession of telephone
poles. She did the same with the sounds and the smells, wanting to share all of it with him.
Not twenty minutes later, the brakes squealed as they pulled into the next station—a
castle-like building full of bright-eyed people. The engineer thanked them, and as they stepped
down onto the platform and people rushed past them, Desmond brushed up against her and her
breath became heavy.
*

*

*

Nan spun around in front of the roomette’s mirror, and her new dress twirled like a blue
pinwheel. Edie, who was wearing a new, red polka-dotted dress, gasped and told Nan that the
blue lit up the color in her eyes.
“But why did he get us these?” Nan asked. “I thought we were only doing the receipts.”
Edie shrugged. “Why do you keep asking so many questions?”
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The roomette door opened and their father entered in a crisp brown suit. “This train really
is a golden goose,” he said, and opened a shiny turtleshell briefcase Nan remembered seeing
only once before. A collection of papers were spread out along the green felt lining with
PROOF OF SALE written in shaky calligraphy across the top of each. Except for the
calligraphy, the papers looked to be generic certificates, with blank lines waiting to be filled in
with whatever a person saw fit.
“For a small deposit, you too can own a part of this historic train,” he said in an earnest
voice, as if he were making his pitch.
Edie clapped and laughed, and Nan listened as her sister and father talked about how fun
it was going to be to act like a well-to-do family who was offering a piece of history. Nan
couldn't stop thinking about how gung-ho they were, especially her father, and suddenly she
thought that there may not be a job waiting for him, that they would just be doing more of the
same in California.
She cleared her throat. “Isn't there something else we could do for money, something that
doesn't make it so that we're always having to move?”
“Like what?” said her father.
“Yeah, like what?” Edie echoed.
Nan tried to think of what else they could do, but nothing came to mind.
The hustle was simple: they'd go to the dining car, which, as usual, would be filled with
people drinking and otherwise too caught up in celebrating to notice anything askew, and their
father would sell small parts of the train to those willing to put down a modest deposit. This
time, her father said, Edie would play the sponge, the person who would sweet talk and soak up
any worry the mark may have, while Nan would be the lookout.
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The dining car was packed as expected. So full, in fact, the three of them had to wedge
themselves between groups of people just to reach the corner, so that they could look out across
the entire car and spot the passengers who seemed either too drunk or naïve to be suspicious.
They didn’t have to look far: the man next to Edie was so drunk he kept spilling sips of his
highball onto his wool sweater vest. Nan watched as her sister and father surrounded him, and
she didn’t hear exactly what was being said, since she was on the lookout for anyone who
might be wise to what they were doing, but not more than a minute had passed before her father
tapped her elbow and signaled for her and Edie to follow him to the opposite side of the car.
“Easiest twenty-five beans I’ve ever made,” he said under the noise of the drunken
passengers and fanned out a collection of wrinkled ones and fives. Nan didn’t even want to
look at the money. Her father went on to the next mark, a table full of gray-haired men—all of
whom reminded Nan of that guy from the Monopoly board game—and she reluctantly kept her
eyes on the crowd. All she could think about, however, were what other ways they might earn
money in California, ways she wouldn’t have to lie about when a teacher asked what her father
did for a living.
After two women in a row asked Nan’s father to show proof he was an authorized
merchant, he told Edie and Nan that the dining car had dried up and they were going up to the
observation deck. The deck was also jammed with people, though most of them were sipping
and not gulping their drinks, and Nan looked for Desmond. He was again looking out the
window, his body motionless and at rest. She turned to her father and claimed that a bunch of
people toward the back were pointing at him, whispering, and that they should leave, but her
father was already introducing himself to Desmond. Nan tugged on the turtleshell briefcase.
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“I think there’s something better toward the front of the train, in a different car.” She saw
Desmond nod hello from the corner of her eye but ignored him.
Her father gave her a hard look.
Nan returned the look and then turned to Desmond. “Don’t give him any money. It’s a
scam.” She spun around and addressed the rest of the passengers. “No one in here should give
this man with the briefcase any money. He can’t sell you parts of the train. It’s all a big scam.”
Her father laughed nervously. Edie told her to shut her damn mouth. They moved toward
Nan, pulling her down the stairs and out of the dining car and back to the roomette.
“What the hell was that?” her father yelled.
“Is this why you’ve been asking all those questions?” Edie said.
Nan stood with her back to the door, but past her father and sister a sign for Salt Lake
City rolled by. The town was two miles away and the train’s next stop.
“It’s me saying I need a break from this family, and maybe a long break.” She grabbed
her joke book and left the room, jogging back toward the dining car. By the time she reached
the car’s observation deck, she was out of breath, but Desmond was still there. She calmed
herself and walked over to him.
“You know you're pretty amazing, right?” she said.
He was about to respond, but Nan leaned over and kissed him. She then stepped back and
hustled down the stairs as the train sounded its whistle and pulled into the station.
The train’s doors opened and the air outside was cold and strong and it whipped around
her bare ankles.
“Salt Lake City,” the PA announced. “Home of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.”
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Nan knew she only had the clothes on her back, but she also knew that she could easily
hop a train in a few days or maybe a week and meet back up with her father and sister. Right
then, however, was her chance to learn once and for all how to keep people in her life. She
stepped off the train, and the crowd moved around her.
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A Display of Small Engines
Sophie answered the door with her head a tumbleweed of hair and her t-shirt and jeans
looking like filler paper that’d been wadded up and flattened out. Though the bay’s morning fog
had burned off hours ago, Edie, who’d been knocking for what seemed like twenty minutes,
wasn’t surprised by how her only child looked when she opened the door. Her daughter’s best
friend since childhood had disappeared last year, and with her went Sophie’s interest in going to
school, leaving her apartment, and taking care of herself.
“I fell back asleep,” Sophie said in her usual whisper and stepped aside to let her mother
in. Edie told her not to worry about it but to get ready, since the farmer’s market closed in an
hour.
Since her friend’s disappearance, Edie kept standing dates with her daughter, making the
half-hour drive up the coast every Wednesday and Sunday in hopes of providing emotional
support and helping her daughter return to her independent and overly-optimistic self. Her
support, however, was having little effect. In the beginning, Sophie was so in shock she’d forget
to return a call or keep a lunch date, but around six months ago, near the time of her friend’s
twenty-first birthday, she’d become one of those people Edie couldn’t bear to watch on TV—a
person whose apartment might’ve been the inside of a dumpster and whose skin had become like
plastic wrap, thin and clear from lack of sun. The pipes upstairs rattled and a splash of water hit
the bathtub’s floor.
Edie stepped over a mound of stained clothes and a collection of paper plates with halfeaten cheese sandwiches on them, and filled the only clean cup she could find with tap water.
“What’s up with Sausalito?” she asked, the cramped in-law apartment making it so she
barely had to raise her voice.
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“I don’t know,” Sophie answered from the shower. “The paycheck would barely cover
the commute.”
Edie wanted to tell her that it’d be good to have something to do during the week, but
didn’t want to push. Every time she advised or told Sophie to do anything that might help her get
through this tough period, her daughter withdrew further into herself.
A small engine of some kind sat on the kitchen table, and Edie stepped over to it. The
engine was a project her daughter had started months ago, not to rebuild it, but to take it apart
and clean the gaskets, the rods, the valves, and all the other parts, and then display them on a
shelf the way some women arrange figurines in a curio cabinet. The table was covered in a
confusing mix of greasy and clean objects, and Edie couldn’t tell if her daughter had made any
progress in the last couple of weeks. Dismantling and displaying small engines was an interest
Sophie shared with her father when he was alive, and was the only thing she seemed to care
about these days.
Edie emptied the cup in one gulp. A folded piece of paper was taped to the wall by the
table and she peeled it off. It was a flyer for a retreat, one that centered on an absolute fast while
camping in the desert.
The shower rattled off, and Edie sat on the vinyl stool that was wedged under the stairs.
Her daughter eased her way down the steps with a pink bath towel wrapped around her skinny
body, and as she picked through a pile of dirty jeans, Edie held up the ad.
“Are you actually considering this?”
Sophie parted the wet hair from her face and shook her head no.
“It’s fasting, Soph, and not the good kind. I knew people who did this. Two had kidney
failure.”
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“Can we just not talk about that right now?”
Edie heard a little passion in her voice, defensiveness, which, since Sophie was a kid,
meant she wasn’t being completely honest.
“We need to talk about this,” Edie said, but had learned over the past year that if she was
telling her daughter they needed to talk about something, she’d already pulled back into herself.
“All right,” Edie continued and stood, not wanting to ruin the afternoon, “let’s see then if
we can’t at least find some good tomatoes.”
The farmer’s market was busy, so busy it could’ve passed for a block party with free
beer. The market sat on the edge of the big park in town, holding five-dozen different booths.
The walkways between the booths, which were wide enough for farmers to tow their trailers
through, were so full it was impossible to extend an arm. Edie and Sophie squeezed themselves
in and fought their way toward a booth known for its produce and beeswax candles. But halfway there, as two women with strollers parted the crowd, Edie and Sophie were shuffled to the
edges of the walkway and came across a gray-haired husband-and-wife team selling antique
tools. Edie and Sophie had never seen this booth before, and Edie didn’t need to point out that it
was full of strange mechanical contraptions, since Sophie was already talking to the couple,
smiling.
“You seem really interested in this stuff,” the old man said after showing Sophie around.
He reached under the table and wheeled out a hand truck with a rusty old engine on it.
Sophie gasped. It was from a late-40s model, motorized Schwinn bicycle. She bombarded
the man and his wife with questions, and Edie couldn’t remember a time in the last year, in the
last few years, she’d seen her daughter so excited.
“I’ll let you have it for two-hundred,” the man finally said.
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“Dollars?” Sophie asked.
Edie knew Sophie barely had enough for white bread. “Hey,” Edie began, “remember
how we used to go to those corny carnival dances a few years ago? There’s one in the valley
tonight, and I’ll make you a deal: you come with me and I’ll get you this engine.”
Sophie’s smile leveled. “A dance?”
“We don’t have to dance. We can grab a beer and make fun of people. Just get out of the
neighborhood for a night is all.”
“I don’t know.”
“Soph, c’mon. Things can’t change if you don’t change them.”
Sophie thanked the old man and his wife, and turned to Edie. “Maybe next time.”
*

*

*

The morning sun lit up the two-story brick shops and stores in Edie’s small, coastal town.
She parked in front of the second-hand store she managed and muttered her daughter’s words
again: Maybe next time. Edie had been repeating that phrase to herself the past few days,
thinking how easily it fell from Sophie’s mouth. She’d decided to be more aggressive with her
daughter: tell her exactly what she should and shouldn’t do. She was thinking about how she
would do this without Sophie withdrawing back into herself, when she noticed the cardboard
boxes she’d stacked in the storage room last night were now crowding the front windows. All the
books and jackets and radios and clothes on the saleroom’s floor were hidden from the foot
traffic. The brass bell above the door chimed as she entered.
The storage room was completely empty but also spotless and shiny. Edie remembered
that Immanuel, the storeowner, was auditioning cleaning crews for his small empire of secondhand stores. She cursed the crew for moving all those boxes, which were crammed with boots
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and books and small TVs, so far away, and was starting to restack them in the storage room
when the door chimed. From the storage room doorway, Edie squinted at the figure who’d
entered. The customer’s shape was familiar—it was Nan, her sister.
Edie couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard from her sister. She guessed six
months, but had stopped keeping track years ago, sometime after Nan no-showed for Sophie’s
high school graduation. Her sister had a habit of calling only when she needed money or a place
to stay. Edie’s toes curled as her sister walked toward her. Her nose was different, bent, like it’d
been broken but hadn’t healed properly.
“Whaddya need?” Edie asked.
“Your car,” Nan said as if they’d been discussing it for days.
Edie closed the storage room door behind her. “Rent one.”
“No license.”
“And how is that my problem?”
Nan stepped back and took a breath. “Look, I just need it for one night this week. Any
night you want. I have a line on some work and will be out of your hair by the very next day.”
Edie stepped behind the checkout counter. “Yeah, right. See you later, like in a few
months.”
“No,” Nan said and walked to the door, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Sure,” Edie muttered to herself.
The next morning, however, Nan was sitting on the curb in front of the store. Edie
walked past her and, once inside, immediately started putting signs on clothing displays,
counting the cash register, and busying herself with the list of things that needed to be done
before the start of business, but that she normally didn’t do until lunch. Nan stood by the shelves
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of books near the front door, watching Edie hurry about. She leaned against the wall and made
herself comfortable, like she knew Edie would eventually break down and initiate a
conversation. Edie didn’t though. After she finished opening the store, she pulled out a cheap
romance novel she’d been meaning to read. Nan, likewise, took a book off the shelves—a
hardbound collection of old Superman comics—and started flipping through its waxy pages.
Customers came and went, and the sun rose to the top of the sky. Foot traffic outside was
becoming a steady stream of folks in suits and work uniforms hurrying to lunch, when the store’s
front door swung open and Sophie rushed in. At first Edie was happy to see her, but quickly
grew concerned after noticing the red in her daughter’s eyes, like she’d been crying.
“What happened?” Edie asked.
Sophie put her hands on the counter, as if trying to steady herself, and explained that a
repair shop had stolen her four-stroke engine, that she’d taken it in since she couldn’t separate
the crank case and get to all the small and wonderful parts inside, and that the shop refused to
give it back. She pulled out a small piece of paper. It was the work order for the engine.
“Why on earth would they steal it?” Edie asked, and Sophie explained that it was a rare
engine from a turn of the century car, and that she was embarrassed coming down there to ask
for help but didn’t know what else to do.
“How’s that?” Nan said, drifting over to the counter.
“Yeah, she’s back,” Edie said to Sophie, who stared at her aunt.
Nan took the slip from Edie. “They won’t give this back? I can help with that.”
Edie yanked the slip out of her hand. “You absolutely cannot help with this. You’re not
weaseling your way back into our lives.”
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Nan turned to Sophie. “Is there anyone better at making people see the light of reason
than your Aunt Nan?”
Sophie looked to her mother. “Please, Mom. I think she’s right.”
*

*

*

The half-hour drive up the coast gave Sophie a chance to talk to Nan. Edie typically kept
Nan out of Sophie’s life, since Nan typically caused nothing but problems for her niece too, but
Sophie seemed to be genuinely engaged with her—nodding, asking questions, smiling.
When they pulled up to the repair shop, it looked to be barely standing: its walls bowed
like the roof wanted to rest on the grass. The inside matched the outside, as wire shelves sagged
with the weight of the orphaned tools and remodeling supplies. A frayed yellow Lab lay in a
corner. No one was waiting at the counter or even seemed to be in the building, so Edie knocked
on the countertop and called out. No one answered, and after the three of them stared at the dog
like it might be able to help them, a man in a leather apron stepped from behind the partition just
past the counter. He was thin and sickly, and Edie wasn’t sure if he worked there or had
wandered back there in a sort of medicated confusion.
“Excuse me, do you work here?” Edie asked.
“Own it, unfortunately.” He gave a gap-toothed smile.
“Can you tell me,” Edie began and slid the work order to him, “if this job is finished?”
The man held the order to the light as if it were watermarked. “That’s our work order
form for sure, but I don’t remember ever seeing this engine.”
“Is it possible one of your employees misplaced it?”
“Maybe,” he said and laughed to himself. “If I had any.”
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Nan stepped to the counter and accidentally shouldered Edie aside. “That new Impala out
back got a work order too? Or is the spackle and busted hand drill market that good?”
“Lady, I’m not sure what you’re getting at -- ”
“Go get the fucking engine, right now.”
The sickly man put on a pair of rimless glasses. “Missy, you need to calm down. This can
all be sorted out.”
Edie turned to Nan and told her to hold on a sec, and as she turned back to the old man
she saw him smiling at her sister, and before she could throw her arm out to hold Nan back, her
sister had launched herself over the countertop like the high-hurdler she’d once been back in
high school.
Nan threw her forearm into the old man’s chest and pinned him against the partition,
rattling the fuses and bulbs and other small items for sale on the wall. The man’s feet shuffled as
Nan lifted him a hair off the floor. Edie waited. She’d been through situations like this with her
sister before, and though she didn’t know what Nan would do—maybe bite his nose like she’d
done in high school fights—she hoped she’d do it quick. The old man gasped as Nan leaned into
her forearm.
“Done?” she said, and the old man nodded. He crumbled to the ground, and Nan moved
to the back room and called out to Sophie. “What’s this thing look like?”
“Like something that’d fit a go-kart.”
Metal clanged against the concrete floor and Nan suddenly appeared, holding a small
engine.
Sophie’s eyes went bright.
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Back in the car, as they drove through the small downtown area, Sophie leaned between
the two front seats. “What’s it feel like to throw your forearm into someone like that?”
Nan shrugged. “Never really thought about it.”
“My friend, Kristina, used to be like that. She didn’t take shit from anyone.”
Edie looked at her daughter out of the corner of her eye. That was the first time she’d
brought up Kristina’s name since she’d gone missing. She could see that something was different
about Sophie: she had energy and life to her. When they pulled into Sophie’s driveway, her
daughter asked Nan to come in and have a beer.
“Can’t tonight,” Nan answered, “your mom’s gonna let me borrow her car.”
Edie told Sophie she’d call her later and watched her walk, skip almost, back to her
apartment.
On the highway back to her house, Edie turned to Nan. “Would it really have killed you
to hang out with your niece for a minute?”
“I need your car, and that’s it.”
Edie pulled into her driveway and got out before Nan did. She left the keys in the ignition
and turned around before entering her house. “If that’s all you need then there you go, but if
you’re not back by tomorrow afternoon I’m calling the cops.”
The next morning, the car was back in Edie’s driveway—with no sign of Nan—and
though there was nothing visibly changed about the car, Edie washed it inside and out.
She drove up and met with Sophie that afternoon. They were planning to go check out a
karate class together. Sophie answered the door in a t-shirt and sweats, and while they were
stain-free and only kind of wrinkled, her head was still a tumbleweed of hair.
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“You need to get a comb through that hair and quick,” Edie said and accidentally brushed
Sophie back she barged into the apartment so quick. Edie figured if her daughter responded to
actions like Nan’s then she could start acting more like her sister. “And you’re gonna clean up
this damn place and start back at school next quarter.”
Sophie closed the apartment door. “What’s going on? Why are you being like this?”
“Why? Because it’s clear you need a good kick in the ass is why.”
“Mom, I really don’t.”
Edie could feel her daughter start to retreat into herself, a suspicion that was confirmed
when Sophie told her she didn’t feel like going to the class anymore and went back upstairs to
her bed. Edie charged over to the foot of the stairs and was about to shout that she needed to get
her butt back down there, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. She wasn’t her sister. She took a
seat on the stool under the stairs. The small engine was on the table, but all the parts surrounding
it were clean and reflected the sunlight coming in the nearby window. Edie smiled to herself and
let out a long breath.
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Outer Space
Water splashed over the sides of the mop bucket as Edwin hurried it through the empty
school like a bomb was in the mop water and about to go off. Thurgood Marshall junior high’s
last bell had rattled through the hallways over two hours ago, but a pep rally had kept the
students and teachers from immediately leaving the small school, so Edwin hadn’t been able to
start mopping at his regular time. He slowed to a stop at the Science hall’s entrance, but the
bucket banged against the lockers and a screw from the wringer popped free and hit the floor, but
he couldn’t be bothered. Nor did he care about the wide, teardrop-shaped patches of floor he
missed because he swung the mop and its frayed loops so recklessly. The school’s walls and roof
were separating on him, pushing out like dots on an expanding balloon, threatening to disappear
into the sky forever. His wife of thirty years had died last month, which wasn’t a big issue since
they’d been ghosts to each other for decades, but since the wake, the walls and roofs of wherever
he went would push apart and the empty space would put him in a cold sweat. Mopping the
school every day, strange as he knew it sounded, was the only thing that stopped it.
He was focusing on the mop’s gray dreads, pretending to thread his eyes through an oldfashioned keyhole, when something black and the size of a frying pan scurried into the hall. He
put his eyes back to the mop and yelled that Principal Kraft was still in the building, figuring a
student had snuck back in to use the school as a speedway for a remote controlled car again. The
car sped toward him, and Edwin turned the mop right-side up, readying to spear the speedy
thing, before suddenly recognizing it wasn’t an RC car at all, but rather one of those machines
the vice-principal, Mr. Wool, had been messing around with in his office the other day. The
machine stopped a few lockers in front of him, and a deep and familiar rumble of laughter came
from behind the hall’s corner.
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“Coulda messed you up good if I wanted to, Loquacious, ” Mr. Wool said, stepping into
the hall holding a small, black box that had a joystick. They’d both been in the Navy around the
same time, so Edwin didn’t fight back against the man’s teasing and nicknames. Mr. Wool
stopped next to the machine, which had a domed top and reminded Edwin of UFO photos from
cheap magazines. Mr. Wool, however, reminded Edwin of a yearbook photo, since he was again
wearing an un-lettered school jacket and a cap from the baseball team. He was still trying to earn
his way back to the Principal’s and district’s good side after repeatedly coming into work drunk
last semester.
“This little baby of mine is gonna save the school thousands,” he continued and pointed
vaguely to the walls and their chips of paint as a sign of the district’s ongoing money problems.
“It’ll vacuum the hallways every evening, which means no more late nights for you, ensign. You
can literally come in and mop up on Saturdays.”
Edwin stared at the machine—it didn’t even have a vacuum bag. “Uh huh,” he said and
quickly returned to mopping.
“Jesus, man, I thought you’d be happy. This’ll give you time for yourself.”
Edwin continued with the mop.
Mr. Wool bent to push a button on the sweeper, and the thing hummed to life and
wandered past Edwin. “C’mon, Edwin, it’s Miller time.”
“Some seventh grader splattered grape juice all over the school this morning.”
Mr. Wool pulled his car keys from his pocket and shook his head. “All right, Loquacious,
but this isn’t over.”
Mr. Wool disappeared around the corner, and Edwin, after hearing a front door to the
school close, followed the machine. He was surprised that he had to take long strides to keep up
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with it. The thing went along the lockers, where he’d missed with the mop, and from what he
could tell, the dumb thing knew what it was doing. The district had forced the school to use an
off-brand bleach, one that couldn’t have been more than boiled drain water, and the thing not
only picked up bits of paper and pieces of lint, but it also pulled up some of the dirt that
shadowed the floor. Edwin followed it into the cafeteria.
Through the windows of the front doors, Edwin saw that other than his pickup by the tree
lawn and Mr. Wool’s sedan turning onto the street, the parking lot was empty. Edwin sat at the
table nearest the chained-off serving lines. The machine was good, and he realized it would
probably make him being at the school after last bell unnecessary. All his other janitorial
responsibilities, which weren’t many since the district had been finding cheaper ways of
functioning without him, he completed while the kids were in class. He considered ignoring Mr.
Wool and clocking out and mopping the school on his own time, but the Principal would have
many legal and insurance problems with that.
The machine slalomed through the legs of the chairs and tables, and Edwin swore he
heard an easy whooshing sound. It eventually wound its way over to the stairs that led down to
the snack closet where students could buy cookies or donuts or other crumbly sweets. The stairs’
top step always had a tiny ridge of crumbs. Edwin watched as the machine slowed to a crawl at
the start of the top step, and though the walls and ceiling of the cafeteria were beginning to push
out, he thought about Mr. Wool and his un-lettered school coat, and about the picture Mr. Wool
had on his desk of his wife and college-aged kids. He then walked over to the machine and put
his foot on top of its slight dome, and with a bend of his knee, he kicked the machine down the
half-flight of stairs where it smashed into the landing below. He looked over his shoulder, like
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someone might still be there, and then went back to the mop bucket and finished the other
hallways. He felt ridiculous, like a petulant child, but quickly got over it.
By the time he’d left the school and stopped at a gas station for groceries, night had
blanketed the town. He’d mopped the entire school, and then mopped it again, not wanting to be
in his bedroom fighting all night again to pull in the walls. He wasn’t sure if the walls and roofs
had begun to spread quicker lately, but it sure felt like it.
He was mindful of the carton of eggs in the shopping bag as he walked up his driveway,
looking forward to making some poached eggs. His neighbors were out, standing in their front
yard and dressed in matching purple robes, chanting something unintelligible. The husband, a
boy who looked to be about twenty and had piercings in his nose, eyebrows, and ears, held his
arms out while his head was tilted toward the moon, while his wife, a woman whose body had
the droop of a female in her mid-thirties, stared at her husband’s heaving chest. Edwin ignored
them both. They were into some mild form of witchcraft that had them worshipping solstices and
celebrating holidays he’d never heard of, and they liked to talk, a lot, and Edwin knew if he
didn’t get inside before they spotted him, it’d be another hour before he’d get to his eggs. He
opened the back door, his fingers and lower back stiff and sore.
He lit the stove and put on a pot of water, and thought about what he might have done to
Mr. Wool. The man might be a little over-friendly, but he didn’t deserve more trouble, especially
after he’d worked hard to dry out. Edwin was considering ways to help him with the sweeper
accident without jeopardizing any mopping time when a knock came from the front door. He
didn’t need to bend back and peek out the window to see who it was. His wife, it turned out, had
a bunch of friends he didn’t know about, which didn’t surprise him since they’d barely spoken to
each other in years—silently agreeing to go through the motions of finishing out their vows—but
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a few of these friends showed up at his door after the wake, demanding he pay them the two- or
three-hundred dollars his wife owed them. On the extremely rare nights when Edwin and his
wife didn’t sleep in their own rooms, like when they didn’t want to run two AC units all night,
Edwin learned through the slips of paper he found in the nightstand that she liked to play the
numbers, so he knew the debts were probably legit. Still, he had no intention of paying them.
The doorknob jiggled, which was bold even for these friends, and then the person, a
woman, started yelling and making such a racket that Edwin considered calling the cops. This
harassment had gone on long enough.
“That’s no way to treat a fellow sentient being, miss,” he heard the neighbor husband say.
The woman told him to screw off, and then there was a sound like high-powered water
hitting the stoop, and Edwin peeked out the window—the wife had turned a hose on the woman.
The woman jumped off the stoop and ran back to her car down the street, cursing the whole way.
Edwin was impressed, if not a little confused at the non-witchcraft-like way the wife handled the
situation, and stuck his head out the window to say thanks and caught a glimpse of them standing
side-by-side like some strange superhero duo, and then quickly ducked back in as he wasn’t sure
what to say. Words had always been a problem for him. He eventually stuck his hand out and
gave a thumbs up.
“No worries,” the wife said.
“You wanna celebrate with a joint?” the husband said.
Edwin thought about it—he’d been in the service and had enjoyed grass as much as the
next guy—but he stuck his hand out the window again and waved a no.
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From the kitchen, water hissed as it boiled over the pot. Edwin hurried back to the
kitchen. He finished poaching his eggs, clicked on the TV, and submersed himself into a night of
reality shows.
At school the next morning he started in on the plumbing in the boy’s gym locker room.
Despite the school cutting his supplies and responsibilities, he still got to do some real work from
time to time. Things he could almost surround his entire head with. The leak appeared to be a
minor one, something a little PVC tape could fix, and as he fished around in his toolbox, the PA
system clicked on and Mr. Wool requested Edwin’s presence in his office. Immediately. Edwin’s
stomach turned, and in his mind he went over his case for him to start mopping again, of why a
machine could never replace him. He shoved the toolbox behind the toilet and headed down the
hall.
Mr. Wool hung up his phone and pointed to a seat as Edwin entered. “The sweeper is all
busted up,” he said and lifted the mangled machine from behind his desk. “You hear anything
after I left?”
Edwin shook his head.
“You sure? ‘Cause those machines don’t fall over edges on their own. It’s guaranteed.”
Edwin looked away, unable to look him in the eye.
“Well, I guess I’m in a real spot then,” said Mr. Wool.
“Second hand store might have one. One that works least half the week anyway.”
“That might be the most I’ve ever heard you talk.”
Edwin stopped himself. The day had just started but he could feel the walls and roof
itching to move. “So should I get to mopping after last bell then?”
“Edwin, I can’t have anyone pulling overtime. Especially now.”

75

“But -- ”
“Edwin, let this go. You’re here too much as it is anyway. Go finish up the pipes and I’ll
get with you later.”
Edwin went back to the boy’s bathroom. He wasn’t sure how he’d make it through the
rest of the day, let alone the evening and the long night.
When he got home that afternoon, the sun seemed especially bright until he realized he
hadn’t seen his house in mid-afternoon in over a month. Even on the weekends, he wasn’t home
much. He’d spend Saturdays and Sundays outside, watching people at the park or driving out to
the country to fish—anywhere but inside some kind of building. He knew that to be afraid of the
space was ridiculous, that it was all in his mind, but that didn’t make it any less real. He went to
the kitchen and made another batch of poached eggs, then grabbed his sleeping bag and tent and
went out to the backyard.
He sat at the picnic table and played solitaire, hoping that his body became tired enough
in the next five or six hours that he’d just fall asleep. The neighbors were out on the back patio,
the smell of pot wafting through the chain link fence. He was re-shuffling the deck when the wife
called him over.
“I’m OK, thanks,” he said. He was confused by the thought that, though he didn’t really
interact with his own wife, she’d somehow met his needs to be social. He’d never been a social
butterfly, but his estranged wife fulfilling all of his social needs didn’t make any sense.
He stood to go over there and then sat back down. He stood again, then sat again. Finally,
he walked down his driveway and around to their backyard.
The husband and wife both smiled and literally jumped for joy they were so excited to
see him. Edwin immediately regretted walking over there until he remembered they were high
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and probably prone to over-reaction. The husband introduced himself as Argus and his wife as
Io, and offered him a chair and a hit.
“How ‘bout a beer?” Edwin said, not sure how he’d react to the drug.
The patio was strange. It had windsocks and ceramics hanging from its corrugated
aluminum overhang that, by the foreign inscriptions sewn or painted on them, Edwin guessed
were from another country. Plus they’d pulled up the patio concrete and planted wild flowers all
over, so it was difficult for him not to feel like he was walking through a curated flowerbed. He
took a pull on his beer, and the husband and wife carried on about what sounded like a
conversation focused on death and disease, but it was so full of inside jokes and threads from old
conversations that Edwin wasn’t sure. For the most part, they ignored him, which suited him
fine. But then, abruptly, Io asked him what he thought.
“About what?”
She leaned over and put her hand on his knee. “About which killed more people, Ed, the
Bubonic Plague or the Crusades?”
Edwin shrugged, and then looked to Argus to see his reaction to his wife’s hand. Argus
had a smile plastered on his face, and Edwin couldn’t tell if he was too stoned to understand
what his wife was doing, or he was giving a subtle signal that everything was cool, that their
marriage was open.
Io stood, her hair long and brown, and went into the house and came back with two
encyclopedias, which surprised Edwin as he didn’t know anyone his age who had a set of those,
let alone anyone under forty. Io flipped through the Bs, and Argus began to thumb through the
Cs, when Io stopped and put her hand on her husband’s encyclopedia.
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“I’m so sorry,” she began and turned to Edwin. “Here we are talking about this and
you’ve just been through something horrible.”
“It’s OK,” Edwin said. “Not really a big deal.” But then he turned to them. “Can I ask
you something? The both of you? Is it possible to miss the presence of someone you didn’t want
to be around in the first place?”
“Is this a riddle?” Argus asked.
“What I mean is,” Edwin said, “can you be with someone, but not really with them?”
Argus looked to Io.
“You mean your wife?” Io asked.
Edwin paused, but figured there wasn’t any way to be subtle about what he was asking.
“Yes,” he said.
“How can you live with someone,” Argus began, “but not want to be around them?”
“I don’t know,” Edwin said. “It’s complicated. But we were from a different time, so our
kind of situation wasn’t as uncommon as you might think.”
They both nodded.
Edwin started to try to explain himself, and even though he was surprised by how much
he was talking, he felt such a rush of embarrassment that before he finished his thought, he stood,
thanked them, and hurried back to his picnic table.
“But you just got here,” Io said, and walked after him.
“Yeah, we have so much more to explore,” Argus called out.
Edwin hurried around his house and crawled into his tent, and despite them calling over
to him, saying they didn’t mean to scare him, he didn’t answer and simply lay on his sleeping
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bag. The rest of the night he couldn’t help but wonder if something was wrong with him, why he
couldn’t talk with people.
The next morning the cafeteria was enormous. It was full of students since homeroom
hadn’t started yet, but because he hadn’t slept but three hours and hadn’t mopped yesterday, the
walls were pushing back, separating at the corners. He went to the janitor’s closet and checked
the day’s work list, hoping that if he busied himself, he’d stumble on a new way to make the
space go away, but by the end of 4th period he felt as if he were in orbit. Before the 7th bell rang
he found Mr. Wool in the cafeteria, talking to a student who’d been teasing another kid in the
hallway. Mr. Wool dismissed the kid and turned to Edwin.
“Doesn’t matter how many times you talk to them,” Mr. Wool said.
Edwin nodded. “I have to tell you something,” he began and took a deep breath. “I kicked
that sweeper off the stairs.”
Mr. Wool stared blankly. Like he was trying to process the information but couldn’t quite
do it. His head twitched as if he was shaking himself out of dream. “Doesn’t matter, to tell you
the truth. They were going to fire me this morning anyway.”
“Fire you?”
“Yeah, all that stuff from last semester finally caught up. Anyway, I need to do a few
more things before the end of the day.” Mr. Wool gave Edwin a wan smile and walked away.
Edwin couldn’t believe it. Fired? He was certain he’d caused this. He tried to rationalize
that it was going to happen anyway, just like Mr. Wool said, but that didn’t stop the guilt.
The next day, after another night of sleeping on the picnic table, Edwin couldn’t bring
himself to go into work. The same with the next day and then the next. Eventually, work stopped
calling him.
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From then on, Edwin spent most of his days outside, wandering around the
neighborhood, staying out of buildings. The neighbors would ask him over when they saw him,
always wanting to talk, and though he refused the first few times, after a while, he’d agree to and
found that the conversation got a little easier and that he could stay over there a little longer.
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Into the Shoebox
I’m standing in front of my old apartment complex, and the building is so covered in the
city’s soot that for a sec I think someone has torn it down and switched it with a replica that’s
been breaded in dirt. I step back and hang my heels off the curb, and the dense midday traffic
buzzes behind me. With its seven floors of yellow brick, the complex could still pass for the
world’s largest pencil, but the brick, which I used to brag was the hue of fresh, Brazilian
pineapple, now reminds me of my grandpa’s toenails. And the scalloped cornice and canted bay
windows that made tourists stop and take pictures is now an acned teen with a friar haircut. I
haven’t been back here in a couple months, not since my ex told me I was no longer welcome to
live with him, and though I’d shoved it all out of my mind within a week, I’m not sure if the
place was always like this. A few clean streaks from this morning’s shower line the building’s
corners, and I follow them up to the sixth floor and notice his window is propped open with the
thick book about the inner planets that I got him.
I wonder if he’s home, but stop that thought and step firmly back onto the sidewalk. I
give the leash a tug, and my boss’s dog and I slip back into the sidewalk traffic. We walk toward
the corner, and I’m surprised and a little pissed at myself for wondering if he was there. I tell my
boss’s dog to forget it, that the brain is an unmanned fire hose, and see that the little beast is
staring at me again. Along with the no raise in pay, my new title of the past two months has
qualified me to walk my supervisor’s year-old Standard Poodle three times a week during lunch.
A deal I was all for when she made it a condition of the title, since I hate being shackled to that
office and love hanging out with dogs. But this dog, Fritz, has an unnerving fixation with me. On
the elevator to the lobby, crossing the street to the park, when he’s peeing—he’s always staring
at me. He’s not neutered—my boss doesn’t want to mess with his virility—but as far as I’ve
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seen, he doesn’t give anyone else that just-out-of-prison stare. It’s weird. And I’m thinking about
getting the little bugger those blinders that racehorses wear when I see I’m not walking to the
corner so much as I’m standing at the complex’s tagged-up directory. I double-check to make
sure I actually am standing underneath the big pencil. I know I never contacted Tobias after the
split because, but that’s only because I thought that’s what he wanted, so I hesitate, but I put my
finger on his buzzer. Fritz is staring at me, of course he is, but I shoo away his judgment and tell
him it’ll just be a super quick hullo. Five minutes, max.
Tobias’s buzzer still has a piece of duct tape next to it with “PLEASE DON’T” written in
blue Sharpie, and I’m reminded of how much he enjoyed his work. He chiseled miniature Army
figurines out of stone and made pretty good money at it, but aside from me and his distributor’s
rep, he preferred to be in the company of his work. He’d sit for hours chipping at and polishing
those rocks, but then, like the return of Edward Hyde, he’d sometimes swipe all those gleaming
stones into a shoebox and throw them out the back window toward the dumpster.
I hit the buzzer again, and think about how his mood switches were as regular as a
stoplight. Books, music, cats, clothes—nothing seemed safe from being swept off the mantle and
into a shoebox. He’d even do it to his own feelings.
For instance, there was this one time when we’d just gotten back from a figurine show
where he’d received an award for his depiction of the Battle of Heisburg—the one where
Napoleon put the smack down on the Russians—and we hadn’t even sat to rest our arches from
standing all afternoon, when he put the trophy, a two-foot tall stone Napoleon, on our bookshelf
and stepped back to look at it.
The award part makes the stone even fuckin’ prettier, he said.

82

I agreed and got out the half-gallon of Butter Pecan we’d been saving to celebrate. I
remember I asked him if he wanted root beer over his ice cream, since he always preferred ice
cream that was soaked in root beer to ice cream that wasn’t, when he smacked the trophy clear
across the loft. It skidded along the hardwood floor and smashed into the wall below the street
window and broke in perfect thirds. I yelled at him, asked why he did that.
Joy is the prologue to complacency, he said. I won’t have it.
I still ate my share of the Butter Pecan, and some of his share too, but looking back on
that evening, I see now that it was clearly not the first time he’d thrown away wholesale
something that he really liked.
*

*

*

I hit the buzzer again, a little longer this time. He doesn’t answer and maybe he isn’t
home. I can’t be sure, and I think to smile at the next guy that enters and sneak in behind him,
but I’m not in the mood. I mash the manager’s button until I remember it never worked, and then
crouch to see if the office door is open. I can’t see all the way up the two flights of steep stairs,
but the manager was a bit of a control freak, never one to bend any rules, so probably wouldn’t
let Fritz in anyway.
I yank Fritz back to the curb and yell out Tobias’s name. The window looks to jiggle
upwards a little, but a head of orange hair never pops out, and I’m not sure if I imagined the
window moving. He never wakes till early afternoon, so I’m confused why he isn’t there. And
then I think that maybe he’s with someone else. Technically he could be, but it’s only been a
couple months, not even—more like six and half weeks. You can’t lie with someone in the bed
of their pick up and watch planes land and discuss dog names and then turn that off, can you?
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Suddenly, the Earth may or may not be round, and I try to remember specific, concrete
examples of what we had, of affection, of trust. I tug on the leash and pull Fritz to the back alley.
I stand against the alley’s opposing wall, next to the dumpster, and his rear window is
shut, but I shout out his name again anyway. I yell loud enough it won’t matter how tight the
window’s shut or what part of the apartment he’s in. The window doesn’t budge, doesn’t even
jiggle like before, and because the glass is frosted and hidden behind the fire escape landing, I
can’t pick out any shadows that might or might not be moving behind it. An idea hits me, and
though I’m not sure of its specifics, I lean on each end of the dumpster to see which way rolls
easier, so that I can wheel it under the fire escape, and think of that week we tried to make it
through one of Ken Burns’s thousand-hour long documentaries. I’d get the onion dip and beer all
set up by the couch, but he’d always have to get up for something. He was never able to sit by
me for more than fifteen minutes. It was like even when we were both inside the apartment he
wasn’t home.
Halfway to the fire escape, the dumpster gets stuck and I jump in front and jerk out part
of an old futon from under the front wheels. Now that I think about it, he was always distracted:
I’d ask him what it’s like to be self-employed, to have some success, and he’d blow me off with
a “you wouldn’t understand” or a “don’t worry about it,” as if as if I was his nephew, the one
with ADD.
I shove the dumpster against the apartment complex. He could talk for hours about the
pros and cons of quartz over marble, but when I asked him how he was, he turned into goddamn
Helen Keller.
I put a leg on the dumpster lid and pull myself up and remember the night, the exact
minute, he stopped touching me. We were lying in bed and some horrible, lemon-scented oil
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we’d bought that afternoon was in the diffuser, and I joked that we were at least shinier, more
dust-repellent, and I pulled his arm over my chest, kissed the back of his hand a couple times,
and he recoiled, like I’d tried to eat his thumb.
What? I asked and sat against the headboard.
Why is it always about sex with you? He said and skooched to the far corner of the bed.
It’s not always about sex with me. In fact, it’s rarely about sex at all with us.
See? Always about sex, he said.
And then he said something that at any given moment in any given day will barge into
my head like fire truck’s siren.
You’re just trying to compensate for your intelligence.
I swear a blast from the Ice Age came in the window right then, as I was so cold that I
couldn’t move or even think. After that, the conversations and small talk evaporated and then,
suddenly, a week later, he had all my stuff boxed up and sitting by the door, and when I got
home from work that night, he told me I was no longer welcome to stay there. Like I was couch
surfing and had eaten his food and left the cap off his toothpaste one too many times.
*

*

*

I stand on my tippy toes and as my fingertips graze the fire escape’s bottom rung,
something in my head clicks. I can feel something for the first time. I understand. I now know
what he and I were finally, and for a moment I feel peace. Like I’m eating cotton candy on a
Ferris wheel. But that comfort doesn’t last, as I start to realize I’ve allowed myself to be tricked,
that I fell for the bunny in the hat, and that he may have not been the first guy to get away with it.
I slam down the ladder and start to climb up. I want to see him. I want to see his eyes as
he gives me all the explanations I ask for. I start to climb up, and I’m almost to the third floor
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landing when a bark sounds and I realize I left Fritz down there. I look down and he’s sitting in
the middle of the alley, staring at me. I quickly climb down and apologize. In this neighborhood,
he might not last ten minutes before someone scooped him up and threw him in the back of a car.
I bend to pick him up and, with some struggle, waddled over to the dumpster and set him
on one side of the lid. I pop open the other half-lid and spot some twine sticking out between
garbage bags like a worm. I hop back up, and after I lasso Fritz until he’s tied up like a sausage, I
climb the ladder with the twine tied around my wrist and secure myself on first floor’s landing. I
lean through the ladder opening and begin to pull Fritz up, and he’s staring at me the whole time,
of course, and by his whimpers I know he’s scared. I try to console him with a smile, a big
toothy smile, but gravity sucks and I can’t pull him up the whole way. He whimpers more, so I
switch to a rowing position and by using my legs to push my body and hands back from the
opening, I finally get the little beast onto the fire escape.
I un-lasso him and give him a pat on the head. We climb the stairs past the third floor,
and I feel like I’m in another world. The memories of the building are so close, the yellowpainted bricks are like a furnace. We get to the fifth floor, and I remember how Tobias and I used
to climb out the back window and sit with our feet dangling over the escape’s edge and excitedly
make plans to move to the country while we threw popcorn at the sickly city squirrels. But when
Fritz and I get to the sixth floor landing, Tobias’s landing, I know that’s not what happened.
There was popcorn, yes, and we were there, sure, but that conversation, regardless of how heavy
and real the words were, wasn’t what I thought it was.
I go right to the window and bang on it. No answer. He never locks the window, hates
having to hassle with the lock when he wants to come out here in the middle of the night and
commune with the stars, so I wiggle the frosted glass up. I feed Fritz through first, and as I set
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both of my feet inside, I yell, If you’re hiding it’s time to come out. The place is empty; the
whole complex is converted office space, so I can see around the pillars to the other side of the
loft. It’s darker than I remember. The concrete floors are still painted brown, same as the walls,
but it feels like a cave now. I see he’s painted the exterior of the bathroom walls the color of
peeled sweet potatoes. The John Deere road sign is still hanging near the kitchen sink, and his
long-winded, anti-corporation rants come back. What bullshit. What complete and utter bullshit.
Then there’s the pink prom gown held up by electrical tape, and the green, plastic couch we
knocked the rear legs off so that my hands found his lap easier. And as I look around I don’t
know what I want to do, but something needs to happen. The score needs to be settled. Fritz is
scratching at the bathroom door, and I snap at him and tell him to shut up. I start going through
whatever stuff is lying out. There’s some cash in an old cigar box on his dresser, but that’s not
enough. I yell at Fritz to stop scratching and then finally go over to see what his problem is. I
open the bathroom door to show him there’s nothing there, except another dog, some kind of rat
terrier, is lying on a fleece doggie bed. I’ve seen the dog before: it’s the girl’s from the fourth
floor. It still has pink streaks dyed into its hair and a My Little Kitty collar, and its obvious
Tobias and her have something going on. Those two always flirted with each other a little too
obviously at tenant parties.
Fritz starts to sniff her and then tries to mount her. I pull him off, tell him no. If I
remember right, this girl didn’t spay this dog because the last time she had to put a dog under for
a procedure, it died from the anesthesia. I hold Fritz by the collar, but he’s using every muscle in
his body to lunge free. And I think about Tobias, and I want to scream. I take a breath and try to
find some calm, but as I realize I need to start standing up for myself, I let Fritz go. I then close
the door, and listen to all the strange squeaks and grunts, and I imagine all the pain and problems
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this will cause Tobias, and about how from now on, I’m going to be looking out for me and me
alone. And as I hold the door closed, I start to cry. I cry, but I’m also smiling, and I’m smiling
fucking big.
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Summer Camp
Abby cups her hand around the phone and yells, I CAN’T HEAR YOU, and the camp
counselor, who’s sitting behind the desk, gives a soft whistle to remind her not to yell. She points
at the telephone’s cord with eyes wide in exasperation, like it’s the outdated phone’s fault, but
she knows it isn’t the connection that’s causing her mother to sound like she’s whispering from
the bottom of a well. Her mother is sick, the cancer reappearing in her pelvic lymph nodes last
year, and the treatment the doctors are trying this time include a galaxy of pills, capsules, and
liquids that have made it near impossible for her mother to be on her feet for longer than an hour
or for her voice to break through the sediment of fatigue.
A voice comes on the line; it’s raspy and a bullhorn to Abby’s strained ears. The hospital
assigned a nurse to check in on her mother, but even if this nurse didn’t seem so uninterested in
providing basic medical needs, Abby wouldn’t like her. Mostly, she doesn’t like that the
hospital’s doctors think her mother is so lost to disease that she can’t be trusted to take her
medicines or eat on her own, and this is despite Abby repeatedly telling them that she’d set all of
that up before she left.
“The latest biopsy results are in,” the nurse says, and Abby wants to ask her if she’s been
spending the morning on their couch, watching all their movies.
“A number of the scores,” the nurse continues, “are within the acceptable range.”
“Meaning that there are a number of scores that are out of the acceptable range,” Abby
says.
Her mother coughs, and coughs again, and Abby digs the phone into her ear as her
mother begins a coughing fit while the nurse quickly tries to explain something. All Abby can
hear though, is “this treatment is just beginning,” “stop worrying,” and “call after her nap.” That
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feeling of supreme helplessness overcomes Abby. She hands the phone back to the counselor and
wonders if all this means that her mother has even less of a chance than they’d thought.
The summer afternoon is white hot and Abby darts from shadow to shadow across the
sandy dirt. The camp, which is in the foothills of the Appalachians, is for the district’s sixth-,
seventh-, and eighth-graders who are exceptional in Biology and Earth Science, and one that,
according to Abby’s sixth-grade teacher, will carry big weight on high school scholarship
applications. Abby thinks about this as she approaches the massive oak with the tire swing. She
smacks the tire as she passes it, remembering how her mother enrolled her in the camp without
telling her until the day before.
She darts past the girl’s bathroom and at the bottom of the nearest hill, all of the
campers—thirty boys and thirty girls—are clawing at the tree-shaded topsoil scouring for
worms. A hands-on experiment with the counselors is scheduled for that afternoon. The nine
other girls in her cabin, all in the sixth-graders’ green tees, dig by a collection of stumps halfway
up, but Abby climbs past them, past everyone, as she wants a quiet spot to think about both
where there might be an Internet connection so she can go over all the cancer treatments they
haven’t yet explored, and how she might sneak away to get to this connection. The camp only
has three phones, all landlines, and the school buses needed over two hours to wind their way up
there.
She is pinching a worm from the warm soil, confident they passed a Starbucks about
fifteen miles out, when she feels eyes on her. Someone’s staring. A boy, in open-toed sandals
and a seventh-grader’s blue shirt, is looking at her from the barren top of the hill, near the thin
shade of a picnic table. It’s the same boy whom she noticed looking at her in the dining cabin
yesterday. He’s gangly, his arms and legs could tangle in a breeze, which makes his stillness on
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the hilltop all the more intense. Three other boys are crouched and digging on the other side of
the picnic table, but it isn’t clear if they’re with him. He raises his hand hello in a way that makes
her think of a robot. Though Abby hasn’t grown since the fourth grade, a couple of older
neighborhood boys have tried to kiss her, so she thinks this boy is wanting to show that he likes
her. Whether he’s disabled, she isn’t sure, but unlike the neighborhood boys, she gives him a
little attention and waves back. He continues to stare, hand stuck on hello, so Abby returns to her
worms.
Back at her cabin, which like all the sleeping cabins isn’t more than a deep shed with
windows, Abby can’t help but listen to her bunkmate below. She’s talking to a girl who’s
standing in the open doorway fanning herself with her hand. Abby doesn’t know their names,
since she’s kept to herself up there, but they’re having a conversation about their older sisters
who are both nurses. The other girl eventually leaves and Abby peers over the edge of her bed.
“Hi. Can I ask you something?” Abby begins. “Do you think doctors are ever wrong with
their predictions?”
“All the time,” the girl says like she’s been waiting her whole life for someone to ask this
exact question.
Abby tilts her head, confused by the girl’s certainty.
“Insurance stuff,” the girl answers, “the more hope people have, the more willing they are
to keep paying.”
“So you think the predictions are actually worse than what the doctors say?”
“According to the New England Journal of Medicine, worse by a factor of two.”
Abby says thanks, and rolls over onto her pillow. She isn’t convinced this girl knows
what she’s talking about, but her explanations do have a sense of logic to them.
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She thinks about what this girl has said throughout the next morning, until by lunch, as
Abby sits at the end of her cabin’s table, she is trying to remember all of the conclusions and
warnings her mother’s doctors have discussed over the years. Percentages, drug names, treatment
types—none of this information, however, gives any real clues as to if the doctor was
exaggerating. Abby’s frightened. She believes she may have missed something, a vital bit of
evidence that may have revealed exactly what kind of chances her mother has. Or had. She turns
to her bunkmate, who’s sitting in the middle of the table and telling anyone who’ll listen that her
father was in the Rolling Stones once.
“How do you now?” Abby asks, interrupting the girl. “I mean, how do you know for
certain, empirically, that doctors exaggerate?” Abby wants to asks for the source of the
information, but before she can the gangly boy appears. He’s an aisle over and walking toward
their table. Her table. She watches him in her periphery, waiting for him to stop and stare, but he
continues to approach until he disappears behind her. An hour seems to pass before someone
says “whoops,” and Abby feels a body fall into her and hands on her shoulders and arms. A male
counselor yells and the body lifts. She watches the gangly boy walk toward the counselor, his
head down, and swinging between his shoulders.
Abby ignores the girls looking at her. She’s certain he’s disabled, but can feel her heart
pounding in her knees. After she finishes dinner, she doesn’t stand and leave the table. Instead
she peeks at the boys’ table—it’s still packed with blue shirts—and catches herself hoping that
the gangly boy falls into her again.
That night, when she calls her mother, she has a list of questions for the nurse, but the
voicemail answers. At first, she thinks the worst but realizes it’s too late for calls, her mother
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always turning the ringer off around seven, right at bedtime. Abby tells herself to set her alarm
and call early tomorrow morning, before any activities start, and heads back to the cabin.
The stars are out and bright in the country sky. A memory comes to her; one that’s been
coming to her more often lately. It’s of the time she and her mother went on a shopping spree,
the one right after her father had left. Her mother had come home from work early that afternoon
and told her that what they needed was to go out and become different people for the day. They
ran around from store to store in the mall, buying enough clothes to fill up any empty closet,
drawer, or shelf space, but what she remembers most, what she dwells on as she opens the cabin
door, was how her mom had pulled her from shop to shop, teasing her to hurry up.
The next morning, before the blue of night leaves the cabin, a female counselor throws
open the door and startles the girls awake. For the morning exercise, their cabin is going for a
jog. A generator-run fan is brought in and cranked on, and all the girls rush to the bathroom to
wash and dress. Abby, who didn’t sleep much and unwittingly turned off her alarm, is slow to
leave the mattress and pillow, and finds herself alone in the cabin with the counselor.
“Have you ever had a one-night stand?” Abby asks and throws a bed sheet over the
mattress.
“How’s that?” the counselor says, tucking her red hair behind her ear.
“I know I’m being inappropriate,” Abby starts again, “but I read a magazine article that
said a one-night stand can be so intense for such a short period of time that it completely
displaces everything else. Have you ever experienced that?”
“I’ve given birth.”
“Did it displace everything?”
The counselor makes a face that tells Abby no.
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“I just wonder,” Abby continues, “if that feeling is something you can control, like if you
can bring it about whenever you want?”
The counselor shrugs and says she doesn’t know, but that Abby needs to get ready.
Which Abby does, but because she’s so tired and has to wait for all the other girls to get out of
the bathroom, she misses the small window of time to call her mother.
At the start of the trail, Abby sees that the jog isn’t just for their cabin: the whole camp is
there, and everyone is in bright tennis shoes that look to have never left a computer lab. Abby’s
cabin is in the back, with all the other short-legged sixth graders, and Abby spots the gangly boy.
He’s way in front but to the side and standing alone. She thinks to catch up to him once the jog
starts but decides to hang back since she doesn’t know what to say or do once she did catch up. It
isn’t until the whole camp rests at a pavilion where water and orange slices wait that she gets a
chance to let him come to her. He’s standing with some brown shirts, eighth-graders, and she
eases her way into his line of sight.
The group is listening to one eighth-grader tell about the time he hiked solo across Rhode
Island, and Abby, keeping the gangly boy’s eyes on her, slides in next to the storyteller. The
eighth-grader talks about how he could do it again, and the gangly boy interrupts, blurts out a
sentence, the first line to a popular rock ballad actually. He recites the entire song verbatim,
staring at Abby’s shoulder the whole time, and even though the song is about kissing and
touching a bunch of different girls, Abby stands there and shushes the other boys when they try
to tell him to shut up.
It rains that evening, and after dinner there’s the day’s first pocket of free time and Abby
is finally able to call her mother. She wants to tell her about the boy and almost doesn’t wait for
the counselor when he slips and falls on their way over. The nurse answers and Abby has
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forgotten about the out-of-range results and asks to speak with her mother. Abby waits and only
realizes her mother has been on the line when she hears mumbling. She was telling her mother
about the boy for a few minutes when the nurse’s voice suddenly reappears. The nurse
apologizes and says that the new meds are taking a bit longer to adjust to than hoped. Abby
pauses, wanting something more to be said, but when nothing is she says good night. The
counselor’s cabin was as big as outer space.
Her cabin isn’t any smaller. She walks to her bunk, past all the girls in their panda
pajamas or extra-large kitty t-shirts, and gets under the covers without changing. She closes her
eyes and tries to think about the shopping spree, but the cabin is too hot.
Next morning, she walks over to the seventh-graders’ cabin, though she knows she’s not
allowed to be there, and knocks on the door. She wants to talk to the gangly boy, to learn his
name and see if he goes to a nearby school. A male counselor answers and gives her a look, and
Abby sees behind him, sees an older man, a stranger, collecting some bedding and a suitcase.
Abby asks what happened and the counselor says that one of the boys had an asthma attack late
last night and had to go home.
The rest of camp passes without her paying much attention.
*

*

*

When she gets home, she finds her mother in bed. She’s awake but so tired and
medicated she can’t form full sentences, and instead just nods or shakes her head. The nurse
enters with a small bowl of vanilla pudding and tells Abby it’s going to be like this for a while,
months maybe, but that hopefully she’ll come out of it healthier and with a better chance for a
full recovery. She leaves the bowl on the nightstand by the radio clock and walks out. Abby
spoons the pudding to her mother and tells her about camp, about the counselors, the
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experiments, the heat, and then suddenly stops talking. After a deep breath, she tells her mother
that she misses their shopping sprees and worries that there won’t be any more of them. She
watches her mother, eager for her response. Her mother mumbles something and Abby, unable to
hear it, asks her to repeat herself. Her mother does and Abby leans in closer, her mother’s lips
brushing against her ear.
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Imaginary Lives
Ampersand and his father had set up their long folding table of “crazily low-priced”
electronic accessories in the center of the city’s garment district. Amper, as everyone called him
but his father, who claimed mystical powers in the symbol, wasn’t keen on advertising their
goods as “crazily low-priced.” They’d done that at the strip mall sidewalk they’d worked until
yesterday, and the combination of his father’s rat-a-tat-tat speech and a word suggesting a loss of
marbles, hadn’t made for a profitable combination. Part of why they’d moved to the garment
district was to find a clean start, to present themselves fresh to people who weren’t already so
jaded by their appearance that they’d use a rear entrance to avoid them. And after a little recon
last night, his father raved about how the center of the district would be perfect because of the
exceptional foot traffic. “It’ll be like a dam full of people burst,” he’d said.
Amper, who’d be sixteen that summer, turned up his coat’s collar in the dark morning
and scanned the block. The streetlamps didn’t reveal every doorway, but the only folks on the
street were bums and a couple of store workers who were drawing up the metal gate to their
shops. The steeples of two large churches loomed over the district while a number of nearby
storefronts had painted rabbits in leopard-print ascots on their windows. Easter was next
weekend, and Amper prayed people would busy the district for dress and tablecloth fabrics.
“We should rake in enough to get more than a roach room tonight,” his father said,
unable to control his excitement as the box of USB converters he dumped onto the table spilled
onto the sidewalk, “maybe get a real place, like one with room service and a view.”
Amper hoped he was right. In the six months since his father had pulled him from high
school and they’d left their apartment to live on the street and sell electronic accessories, they
hadn’t slept anywhere but in their well-worn Caprice wagon.
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The sun broke, and a steady trickle of people stopped at their table—about the same
amount as the early morning customers at the strip mall, or the coffee shop before that. And like
the strip mall and coffee shop, no one bought much. An older man cradling a baby purchased a
phone charger for his car, and a pair of middle-aged twins bought pink cases for their new
phones, but mostly the cash box stayed shut. Then, around the time a school bus stopped across
the street, the driver yelling to hurry to a handful of kids wearing plastic bunny ears, the stores
began to fill and people started consistently buying from their table.
A half-dozen phone belt clips here, two USB converter cords there, plus a few old kitschy
magazines and newspapers that Amper’s father always set out so they could claim they were a
free speech booth and avoid having to buy a vendor’s license. Amper couldn’t think of another
time their table was so busy.
However, as the stack of ones in the cash box grew slightly thicker, Amper was bothered
by that recurring thought that they probably could sell more if his father would stop suffocating
the customers. His father never knew when to stop talking, stop selling, and just lay off. A
woman with a bag full of chiffon swatches set down a higher-end charger because his father
couldn’t quit chatting her up, and a man and his boyfriend almost purchased a half-dozen cell
phone cases until his father scurried around the table for companion accessories with such
velocity that the two men were physically pushed into the street. By lunch, as his father kept
circling the table to shake the hands and slap the backs of the same customers, Amper stepped in.
“Dad, why don’t you take a break? Rome wasn’t built in a day, right?” He pulled out the
folding chair from under the table. “Maybe have a cigarette while I do some talking?”
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“During this gold rush?” his father began. “You’re crazy. How about, instead, you go to
the car and get more of these glow-in-the-dark ear buds? I told you we’d show the world that
everyday citizens don’t need the government to survive, didn’t I?”
Amper reluctantly nodded, not wanting to excite him any further, but he waited for a lull
in table traffic before hustling over to the grocery store where they’d stowed the Caprice for the
day.
When he turned back onto their table’s street though, with the small box of ear buds in
his hand, he didn’t see his father anywhere. Not until a sidewalk sign forced him into the street as
he walked toward their table, did he see that his father was on the far side of the intersection. He
was talking to a hunched woman and not even checking the table for possible thieves.
Amper approached the two of them and heard something about stealing space. In the
street vending community, he knew that certain spots were tagged with initials or symbols, so
that if another vendor set up shop on a spot that was spoken for, it could be reclaimed. And even
though Amper had seen a crude drawing of a mouse on the mailbox by their table, he was more
concerned that his father’s hands were flailing and his voice straining.
“You can’t dictate where and when I do my business,” he said.
Amper grabbed his father’s thin arm. “We can find another spot, Dad, c’mon.”
His father yelled at the woman that he and his son should be able to stay there until the
end of the day, that that would be the just thing to do in the eyes of the street community.
“All right,” said the woman, whose painted eyebrows arched like rainbows. “Have it your
way.” She let out a strange laugh, like she’d remembered a joke, and then disappeared into the
nearby sewing store.
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Amper lit a smoke for his father. “Forget it. We got hotel money to make.” He guided his
father back to their table, but kept an eye on the sewing store.
By the time his father calmed down—and people quit walking into the street to give him
and their table a wide berth—the school bus had returned to let kids off and the street had gone
back to being mostly empty. Amper convinced his dad to call it a day. They’d made $76, which
was slightly better than average. It wasn’t enough for a roach room after gas and food, but
Amper felt the spot had promise.
“I’m going for a walk to the car,” his father said. “Get this bad juju out of me.”
“Let’s try for food in a half-hour, OK?” Amper said, and started to put the merchandise
back in its assigned boxes. He was locking up the cash box when a man approached the table.
The man wore thick glasses and a knit tie, like a bank clerk. He grinned, and before Amper knew
what was happening, the man pulled out a tiny aerosol can and sprayed the table with what
smelled like solvent before running off. Amper had heard about how vendors would spray a
delinquent table with aerosolized battery acid, but he thought it was just an urban legend.
After a few seconds, anything with plastic in it—which was everything—bubbled and
melted. All of their merchandise, except for two-dozen car chargers, was still on the table.
Amper, after finally realizing what had happened, chased after the man but couldn’t find him.
And as he walked back to the table and thought to try the sewing store, he saw the Caprice
parked in the street. His father stood over the table, staring at it.
“Battery acid?” his father said.
“I should’ve of reacted quicker. It’s not that bad, is it?”
“It’s fine,” his father said in a surprisingly calm tone. “I expected it.”
“Expected it?”
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“You didn’t think business was going to keep being this easy did you?”
Amper was confused by what his father meant by “this easy,” and watched as he boxed
the ruined merchandise very carefully, like he was organizing it for some yet unnamed purpose.
His father was cheerful, almost enthusiastic, while he stacked the boxes in the back of the
Caprice, like instead of this being an act of vandalism, it was a welcomed blessing. And later that
night, after his father had fallen asleep earlier than ever before, Amper still wondered what
exactly was going through his father’s mind, what he was thinking exactly.
The next morning the sun was hot and bright, and Amper, careful not to wake his snoring
father, snuck out of the Caprice and over to Elio’s. Elio’s was a restaurant near the strip mall,
and a place where folks went if they wanted to drink into the morning, or get an undocumented
friend a job, or, for whatever reason, needed the law not to know about their dinner party. Elio
had offered Amper work last month, after he’d said something about Amper’s dirty clothes when
buying a screen guard. “When the restaurant’s busy,” he’d said, “we need lots of help.” Amper
stepped onto the restaurant’s driveway: the rusted marquee on Elio’s front lawn read “Welcome
Ed and Darlene. Congratulations on 40 years!” He quickly opened the door.
The restaurant was quiet and empty, and Amper thought of the time his ninth-grade class
toured a history museum. A banner above a doorway wishing Ed and Darlene long lives had
yellow stains on it, and Amper figured the celebration was last night. He thought surely there
would still be some dirty dishes or cleaning that needed to be done—enough, anyway, to earn
some money and get his father’s table going again. A redheaded waitress stepped through the
kitchen’s swinging doors. Her eyes dark like a raccoon’s.
“Elio here?” Amper called out, but she pulled a spray bottle from under the lunch counter
and disappeared back into the kitchen without answering. Amper was thinking about following
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her to ask again when a loud squealing, like a giant mouse caught in a trap, came from the room
the banner hung over. Amper tiptoed over and peeked in.
Elio, who always wore a handlebar mustache, stood with his hands on his hips watching
two men awkwardly roll a thick, square table toward the other side of the room. A metallic streak
marked the floor behind the two men.
“See? It’s not difficult,” Elio said, his voicing echoing in the bare room.
Amper stepped in from the doorway.
“There’s a familiar face,” Elio said, his eyes also a bit dark. “You need money? Many,
many people coming tonight. Big work party. You can help wash and bus.”
Amper knew his father didn’t like him taking side jobs because it distracted from their
professional objectives, but he figured that with their current situation, he’d be OK with it.
He washed the stacks of dishes in and around the sink, and was nearing the last pile, a
tower of bowls standing on the salad prep table, when a few “hulloes” boomed from the front of
the restaurant. Amper hadn’t realized it, but four hours had passed. He tracked down Elio, who
was now wearing a blue shirt and had fresh oil in his hair, and told him he needed to go see his
father real quick. More guests kept coming in, however, a few with beers already in hand, and
Elio told Amper that he was sorry, but if he wanted the money, he’d have to stay.
By the time the early afternoon sun filled the restaurant, the room Elio had been clearing
out earlier had been set up for a large party and was already a carnival of loud conversations and
guitar-heavy music. Amper watched as the restaurant quickly filled with men with bushy beards
and women who if they were men would have bushy beards. He began to bus the eight-ounce
beer glasses that covered the tables so quickly he thought the plastic tablecloths were sprouting
them. He couldn’t keep up, especially since the guests included him in their talks and jokes,
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telling him to sit down and eat some of the cake they brought. It was evident from the way they
wouldn’t let anyone have an empty hand that they wanted everyone, including Amper, to have a
good time. By mid-afternoon, Amper needed a break from all the cake and conversation, and
spotted the cook going outside for a smoke.
“Can I bum one?” Amper asked, stepping next to the cook. Amper had overheard the
cook talking about his high school earlier, so wanted to find out if they knew any of the same
people.
“I’m Benny,” he said, and handed Amper a smoke. “You really homeless?”
Amper fumbled the smoke into his mouth, surprised by how straightforward Benny was.
And he began to give his stock answer, saying that he and his father weren’t really homeless, just
trying to start a new business, but he stopped himself halfway and simply said yes, they were
homeless. All the talking he’d done that early afternoon had somehow made speaking honestly
easier. He at first felt weird, exposing himself to that kind of judgment, but after a moment he
felt free, lighter, and explained what was going on, how his father always did these strange
things, but that he didn’t know exactly why. It felt good to tell someone about all this stuff
finally.
Benny snubbed out his butt. “Where’s he now?”
“Probably working the table.” Amper thought about going into what happened yesterday,
but felt like he’d been honest enough for now. He was starting to ask Benny what was going on
at his school, who he hung out with, when Elio poked his head out the door.
“I can’t pay both of you to smoke.”
Amper and Benny exchanged a laugh and followed Elio back inside.
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The party got larger and louder, and eventually Elio had to close the restaurant to anyone
who wasn’t with the work party. Amper, however, was able to leave before that, since Elio told
him he’d worked long enough for one day and paid him his $50 dollars.
“Stop by next weekend though,” he said, walking Amper to the door. “Big, big party
going on.”
When Amper got back to the Caprice, a dim moon was resting on the treetops, and his
father was sitting on the hood, swigging from a bottle of chocolate milk. His father was pissed,
not because Amper had been gone all day, but because he’d been unable to find an electronics
supplier who’d deal on credit.
“Where have you been anyway?” his father asked. “I could’ve used your help.”
Amper showed him the $50. “Came across a big bag of cans. Took a little longer than I
thought to get them to the recycling center.” He felt bad about lying, but it seemed like the right
thing to do.
His father frowned. “We can do this on our own.” He hopped off the hood and opened
the driver’s side door, but then turned to Amper. “But maybe that money’s a good thing. Maybe
it’ll let us get enough to get going.”
Amper nodded and followed his father into the car. From the passenger seat, he listened
to his dad toss and turn, and watched the dim moon fade into the night.
The next morning, they found someone who could supply them with accessories on
credit. It was an overweight lady who worked out of her home, and though the house desperately
needed to have its windows open to let out the moldy stink, Amper felt that she could be trusted.
He knew Elio’s was always there, and that as long as they checked the posts and mailboxes of
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wherever they set up in the garment district, they could have a somewhat reliable source of
income.
“You wanna grab that other big box and open it?” his father said over the sound of car
alarm coming from the near end of the grocery store’s lot.
Wes grabbed the box and also grabbed a crumpled receipt from on top of the dash. His
father had everything spread out on the hood and windshield for an inventory count, and Amper
didn’t want to have to do it twice. The morning sun was fully up, and they needed to set the table
up soon.
*

*

*

Amper came in from the balcony of his father’s apartment with his hand bloodied. A few
days ago, right before his thirteenth birthday, he’d found a rusty moped behind a nearby
warehouse and was trying to fix it up, but his hand had slipped off the wrench and punched the
transmission. He was searching for paper towels in the kitchen when he heard the shower
running and what sounded like his father’s girlfriend singing. His father and this woman—whom
his father had met at his latest gas station job—had only been hanging out for about three
months, so Amper was confused as to how she got in and why she was showering at their place,
especially since his father wasn’t home. He found the towels and went back to the balcony,
knowing his father would be home soon.
He cranked the moped’s engine, and it coughed but never caught. With its rusted chain
and torqued frame, the Spree had been left for dead, but Amper saw a chance to ride the roller
coaster of grassy hills behind his school. He toggled the carburetor again and heard his father
slam the front door closed.
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“Goddamn bloodsuckers,” his father yelled, his voice coming through the patio’s glass
door crisp and clear. He’d taken the gas station job so he could start a business refurbishing and
reselling old Underwood typewriters, but hated the job more with each shift. Amper knew his
father wasn’t a good employee, since he hadn’t been able to keep a job longer than a few months
in years, but this job seemed to bother him even more.
His father opened the fridge and yanked out the jug of orange juice, and complained to
the air about being hemmed in by the job. The girlfriend stepped into the room wearing a bathing
suit—a new one evidently since a tag still hung from the back—and threw her arms out like she
was presenting herself. The three of them were supposed to work a booth at the fair in a couple
of hours, the girlfriend wanting something like family time for them, but all Amper could think
about was how his father shouldn’t be out in public when he was like this.
But when they arrived at the fair an hour later, the size of the event impressed Amper and
he forgot about his father. There was an actual roller coaster set up toward the back. The booths,
the cotton candy, the bright lights, and all the chatty and excited fairgoers put electricity into him
and made him want to stay there all night. He’d never been to a carnival before.
Their booth was already set up. They’d agreed to be part of a dunk tank, and all they had
to do was get dunked and not rip anyone off. They were in the middle of the carnival, next to the
ring toss and across from the sledgehammer game, and Amper tried to see how many different
smells he could identify—he already had popcorn, ice cream, beer, and cigarettes.
The dunk tank wasn’t as fun as the girlfriend had hoped, especially because Amper’s
father wanted nothing to do with it or the fair. After an hour, she wasn’t even getting out of the
water, and instead simply telling people to go ahead and throw the damn balls. She then started
yelling at Amper’s father, saying that it was his lousy moods that once again ruined what
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could’ve been a memorable time. His father stood by the front of the booth, chain smoking and
giving contestants annoyed smiles as she kept yelling.
“Amper, do you want to go?” she said as she finally got out of the water.
“I’ll fucking go,” his father interrupted. And though it was unnecessary, he stripped down
to his bare chest and tight briefs.
He sat on the hinged perch, and immediately started heckling the contestants. “You’re a
tool of the machine,” he’d yell, or “You should all be euthanized.”
Amper continued to take tickets from the contestants, but as he did, he didn’t look them
in the eye while he explained that his father had recently fallen off the liquor wagon.
“I’m going for funnel cake,” the girlfriend said to Amper. “You want any?”
Amper said no, but as he put a dozen tickets in the moneybox from a man wearing a foam
cowboy hat, he noticed a slip of paper on the table addressed to him. It was from the girlfriend,
and it explained that she wouldn’t need a ride home, that she’d given it her best shot but couldn’t
deal with his father anymore. Amper could hear his father screaming in the background,
becoming wild, crazed. It provided the perfect soundtrack for Amper to re-read the note and
figure out how to tell his father that they were on their own once again.
*

*

*

After the night of the work party, Amper worked the next three Saturdays at Elio’s. On
the fourth Saturday, however, despite a large Elk’s Club party being scheduled, he decided not to
go. Over that month, the table had started doing well, really well, and he just didn’t have any
time. Which is exactly what he told Benny, who’d sometimes hang out at the table after school
and sometimes during.
“But you’ll be back, right?” Benny asked after Amper told him.

107

“Maybe,” Amper said, and gave Benny a smoke.
Amper and his father weren’t exactly sure what they’d done to make business so good.
The garment district was OK for the week of Easter they were there, but it quickly died
afterward. They’d randomly tried two other spots—a video store and a wash-and-fold—but not
until they moved to the side of a bakery did the table suddenly become profitable. Even in the
hot afternoons, when people wanted little to do with warm breads and starchy bagels, Amper and
his father were selling enough to eat deli meats and get an hourly motel room on Friday nights.
Plus, it was nice to smell the fresh bread each morning, and how the rye tickled the nose
differently than the sourdough, and how all the little old ladies would smile at you and then
growl at the baker as they haggled for the price of day old bread.
Amper’s father, during this time at the bakery, would often go for long walks, hours
sometimes, and return with an armful of cheaply made toys, clothes, or household goods he’d
plucked from a dollar store’s bargain bin. Amper would tell him that he needed to stop worrying
about branching out, franchising, but that didn’t stop him.
On the summer solstice, the temperature broke 100, and after his father had returned with
a grocery bag full of pens, pencils, and three-ring binders, they closed the table early. The day
had been painfully slow, so his father decided to drive over to the supplier’s both to restock and
to see if they couldn’t get a better deal on their best-selling items.
Their supplier, the overweight woman named Margie, lived toward the center of town in
a split-level home in a neighborhood that though it didn’t have a gated entrance, probably could
have.
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“Gonna clean me out again today?” she said, leading them up to the second floor where
she stored all the electronic accessories she claimed were the overstock of a highly respectable
production company.
“Not today,” his father said, like he usually did. And almost immediately after they
entered her storage room, he began telling her that they’d take all the chargers and screen guards
she had. Amper, as usual, stepped in between the two of them.
“Take a breath, Dad. We didn’t do so well this week, remember?” Amper gave his father
a wink.
“All right,” his father said and turned away, though Amper wasn’t sure he’d caught on to
the game being played. “I need to use the head anyway,” his father continued, and closed the
room’s door behind him.
Amper figured that with his father out of the room and unable to make rash deals, that it
was a good time to negotiate the prices on their bigger ticket items like the small MP3 players
and disposable GoPhones. And he talked and bargained with Margie for what must’ve been
fifteen minutes before he realized his father hadn’t come back. He checked the bathroom, but it
was empty. The Caprice was still in the street, however, so he and Margie looked around the
property and then waited, figuring he’d gone to the corner store for cigarettes. A half hour
passed, and Margie said she had to get back to other things. Amper locked up the car, knowing
it’d be easier to look for his father on foot.
He first checked the nearby coffee shops and then went to the closest White Castle, which
was his father’s favorite restaurant. He walked from block to block, calling out his father’s name,
until a cool evening breeze kicked up, and he realized he’d done a huge circle and was back near
Margie’s neighborhood. He tried to tell himself that it was no big deal, that his father didn’t
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know the area well and was probably just lost, but he couldn’t stop his mind from dreaming up
worst-case scenarios. He sat against a brick building on the main street and tried to come up with
different ways to solve the problem.
“Looks like you’ve lost something important,” a woman said. She was standing over him
and had on a purple muumuu.
Amper shook his head. “Now’s not a good time.”
“Come on, a little portending is the best salve for the psyche.” She opened a door with a
sign hanging over it that read Professional Psychic: Past and Future.
“Really. I’m OK. He’ll turn up.”
“Honey,” she said and put her hand on her hip, “have you tried the park? They’re always
there.”
Amper stared at her. He knew she couldn’t really see the future, but he’d spent the last
three hours failing to find him, and any idea was better than the blank he was drawing. He
hurried to the Caprice.
He knew he was being a total idiot for believing the lady, and told himself as much.
When he pulled into the stone lot, however, he spotted a man sitting on a bench by the pond
covered by lily pads. A bike path lamppost shined light onto the man, and though he wore a dark
coat and not a yellow shirt like his father’s, Amper thought that maybe the psychic was right. He
closed the car door behind him, and was walking toward the pond when blue lights flashed from
behind. A cop car.
“Does this wagon belong to Jonathan Tins?” a male voice asked through the cop car’s
loudspeaker. “And are you his son?”
Amper nodded twice.
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The car’s window rolled down and an officer stuck out his head. “Please come with me,
Ampersand. We have your father.”
Amper looked back to the pond, but the bench was now empty. He rubbed his eyes,
feeling more tired than usual, and walked over to the cop car.
The station was huge. Amper had never been in a police station before, and though he
knew the station was the main one for the city, he didn’t expect it to be so big and chaotic. He
was told to sit in an area that he at first thought was a big cell without bars. The dozen or so
people in there seemed to be crazy, or homeless, or both. Thankfully, after about ten minutes, the
cop who’d picked him up, Officer Flores, stepped back into the room and told Amper to follow
him. The officer sat him in a room where all the chairs and tables were bolted down, and when
he saw his father he was confused. It’d only been five hours since he’d seen him last, but he
looked like he’d aged ten years. He still wore the yellow shirt, but maybe because a cop escorted
him from the jail part of the station, he looked worn and old.
“They aren’t charging me with anything,” his father began. “They can’t, especially ‘cause
it’s so obvious they are trying to railroad our business.”
“Are you OK? Hurt at all?”
“I’m fine. But you might need to keep an eye out for yourself. Not sure how long they’ll
want to interrogate me.”
Amper slowly nodded and the cop that escorted his father returned and took him back to
the jail. A door near Amper opened and Officer Flores waived Amper over and into the green
hallway.
“He threatened to hurt a man who was leaning against a mailbox,” Officer Flores said and
offered a seat on the bench by the door, which Amper declined. “After the man called us,”
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Officer Flores continued, “your father then threatened to kill himself when two officers asked if
he was OK.”
“But can I take him home now?”
Officer Flores shook his head. “Do you have relatives you can stay with for a night or
two?”
“Yeah,” Amper said and quickly stood, thinking if he told them his father had cut all of
their relatives out of their lives, he might be taken into custody as a minor. “I’ll be back in the
morning to see him if that’s all right?”
Officer Flores nodded.
The night was cool and if it was any other night, Amper would’ve said it was the kind of
weather that was filled with potential, that something good was bound to happen. Instead, he
walked straight back to the park, and tried to fall asleep in the car as fast as he could.
The next morning he woke to what sounded like an Army drill instructor. He sat up and
out by the pond was a group of middle-aged men and women doing push ups as a man barked at
them. It was one of those boot camp fitness programs. Amper started the car; the clock read 6:20
am. A gas station a few miles down the road had coffee and good donuts. Amper figured by the
time he walked there, ate breakfast, and walked back, the police station would allow visitors.
At the police station, the female officer behind the plexiglass was going through a stack
of manila folders when Amper identified himself and asked about his father.
She flipped through some papers on a clipboard. “He didn’t do so well last night,” she
said. “The law says we can hold him up to three days if we think he’s a threat to himself or the
public. We’re gonna hold him three days.”
“Can I see him?”
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“Not for the first thirty-six hours.”
Amper stared at her, hoping she’d say she’d make an exception for him, but she went
back to her folders.
Amper drove over to the bakery and set up the table. He certainly didn’t feel like selling
electronic accessories, but he couldn’t think of what else to do, and if something didn’t occupy
his mind, terrible thoughts would.
He didn’t sleep at all that night.
At the station the next afternoon, Amper learned that his father would be moved to a
psych hospital where he’d be evaluated for another week, or until a bed opened up at a halfway
house. He asked the officer behind the glass, the same female one from yesterday, how long his
father might have to stay at the hospital or halfway house.
“That’s not my field,” she said. “But you can say hi to him real quick if you’d like.”
Amper followed her back to the bolted chairs room.
When his father entered, Amper once again had trouble recognizing him. He was in an
orange county jumpsuit—though the female officer said that was only because of departmental
regulations—but he moved slowly, like he’d just woken. A big, male officer stood beside him
after he sat down.
“The effect of the meds are only a temporary,” the female officer said before moving
towards the door to leave. “He should adjust to them soon.”
Amper turned to his father. “You OK?”
“Something’s going on with me and I don’t know what it is,” his father said.
“Like what?”
His father shrugged.
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Amper told him not to worry, that the table did great, made so much money he’d stayed
at motel and eaten steak.
His father smiled and said that he had to go, but that Amper could come visit him at the
hospital or halfway house as much as he wanted.
Ampersand nodded and watched his father be escorted back towards the jail. He had a
thousand questions, but he knew one thing for sure: he needed to make that table work for the
foreseeable future. He drove to the bakery and set up.
That afternoon, the table did well, very well, clearing $150 before he had to close shop
because he was out of inventory. The next day, however, and then the five after that, business
withered. He couldn’t understand it, and wondered if his father secretly knew something he
didn’t. He thought about all the times he figured they were failing and wondered if that wasn’t
peak business, if that was as good as it got. By the end of the week, he was down to $100.
He needed a way to find income. He’d been allowed to talk to his father on the day he
was admitted to the psych hospital and knew that whenever he was discharged, they’d need
money for his meds. He went to Elio’s, but Elio told him that he’d been having some legal
problems and wasn’t doing a lot of business. Then he remembered Benny. The last time Benny
had stopped by the table, a few days before the cops picked up his father, he’d told Amper about
a club he sometimes worked at that paid well and was always looking for help. Amper waited at
Elio’s until Benny came in that night and got the information.
The next afternoon, Amper drove over to the club. When he stood outside the address
Benny had written down though, he needed a minute to make sure he was at the right place.
There was no club or business there, only a residential house tucked in amongst a row of small
offices. Still, he knocked, if only to find out where he’d taken a wrong turn.
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The door opened and Amper immediately knew he was in the right place. The man who
opened the door wore a black leather jacket with zippers down the sleeves, just like Benny’s.
“Benny, sent me,” Amper said. And, like he’d said “abracadabra,” the guy opened the
door. The long ash that’d been dangling from his cigarette broke and fell.
Inside, there were two guys in t-shirts, but the other three guys were also wearing leather
jackets with zippers on the sleeve. One of the t-shirt guys was behind a camcorder on a tripod
and seemed to be videoing a table full of sandwiches—more sandwiches than any of these
people could eat. Amper asked if he could have one before he punched in and the guy who
opened the door shook his head.
“They aren’t to eat,” he said
Amper wanted to ask what they were for then, when the other t-shirt guy put on Army
boots, threw a sandwich on the carpet, and stepped on it.
“There’s a fetish market for these videos,” the wearing the boots said.
Amper said he understood, and hung out for another ten minutes out of politeness, but
then said he forgot something in his car and never came back. He needed to make money, but not
like that. He thought about all the other ways he could make money, all of which would have to
be under the table since he wasn’t in school and had no guardian to co-sign an application. The
only place he could think of that didn’t have the potential for being totally strange was Elio’s.
When he arrived at Elio’s that night, he saw that the lot and sidewalk marquee were
empty. Inside was quiet too, and he worried that Elio still wasn’t doing much business. He was
thinking to find the schedule to see when Benny worked next when Elio came striding in and
filled the room with energy.
“I need you tonight,” he said.
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Amper nearly jumped up and hugged Elio, he was so happy. What surprised Amper,
however, was what he said to him. “Only if you hire me at least part time. I need something
reliable.”
Elio paused. “Regular dishwasher was sent away, so let’s try it for a while and see what
happens.” Elio stuck out his hand. Amper shook it.
That night, Amper threw himself into the work like he hadn’t done in a long time, and
slept deep and long into the morning.
When he went to see his father at the hospital the next morning, he told him the good
news.
“That’s wonderful,” he began, his speech still delayed despite what the nurses had said
about his father adjusting to the meds. “But they’re gonna keep me another month, said I’m not
ready to try living on my own just yet.”
“Another month?”
“They’ve been calling it Schizophrenia.”
“And how are we going to get a place once you leave the hospital? Will they give you
rent and a deposit?”
His father looked away and Amper knew that he either didn’t know or didn’t want to tell
him.
“Don’t worry about it, Dad,” Amper said. “We’ll figure it out.”
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Your Own Cuba
Last year, the public access show I created and produced, Balls of Steel, finally hit it big.
We—Josephine, Benny, and I—had on an artist who’d built large wooden rabbits with enormous
human breasts in front of churches across the country and would later that year be having an
exhibit at The Met. The three of us couldn’t have been happier if Ken Burns himself had raved
about our show. We’d been working hard to make the show more popular, wanting to make other
Chicagoans aware of cultural and political happenings that needed more local attention, and we’d
been referenced on podcasts and web shows dozens of times, but snagging this artist was a real
coup. So there I was, running around the basement of the roller skating rink we shared with a few
other PA shows, trying to set up the podiums and question board since I thought a Jeopardy!-like
format would be a fun way to cover and discuss various ideas, when the steel double doors that
led to the back lot swung open and Coleman Arello stood there. I hadn’t seen him in four years,
and because it was night and the lot’s lights had been busted out, he literally stepped in from the
dark.
Aside from the basement’s east wall, which we’d cleared of junk to have a clean
backdrop, the room had all sorts of shelves and garbage cans I considered hiding behind.
Coleman and I had lived together, and we were serious enough we’d set a wedding date and
mailed announcements. On my twenty-third birthday though, a fear of commitment bubbled up
inside me, and I didn’t go back to our apartment. Instead, I moved clear across town and did
everything short of legally changing my name to become someone else, someone who would
never trap herself in a marriage. I’d been unable to sleep a full night in the following four years,
but I hoped that after he stopped calling my phone and ringing my buzzer, I’d never cross his
path again. It was craven and weak, I know, and I’m not sure exactly why I needed to cut him
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out of my life permanently, and now here he was, in the living and most likely bitter flesh,
striding toward me.
“Can we step outside?” he asked.
I paused, but knew I deserved whatever tongue beating I had coming.
In the bus stop out front, he took a seat while I stood a few feet away, facing him. The
street behind me was busy with traffic since some kind of Polish festival was happening down
the block, but with the streetlight I could see his eyes were still a pale blue, like racquetballs
soaked in bleach. I braced for his anger.
“I’ve moved on from that,” he said and offered me the seat next to him. “We can talk
later if you want, but I drove here because I need a favor for my mother.”
I wasn’t sure if he was serious or not, if he wasn’t trying to have me drop my guard to cut
me deeper.
“She killed herself six months ago,” he continued, and I knew he was being genuine,
since he’d never joke about that.
I was stunned. I knew she’d had mental health issues, and had heard last year that she
might have attempted to hurt herself, but I couldn’t believe how peaceful his tone was. He was a
quiet guy, never had more than one or two friends, and she was about the only person he was
close to in a non-intimate way. I wanted to give him a hug, but didn’t know if I even had that
privilege.
“I am so fucking sorry she’s gone,” I finally said.
“This might sound strange,” he said, “but I was hoping you could run a fundraiser for me.
She’d taken a trip to Cuba a while back and loved it and wanted her ashes spread there. Right
now though, I can’t afford to fly to Cuba to do that.”

118

A group of drunks on the other side of the street started singing as they stumbled toward
the festival, and we both looked to them. I wasn’t sure I wanted to help Coleman, which I know
sounds wicked and horrible, but the access show had become my life. I worked in a crappy
department store so that I could basically volunteer to produce four shows a week. I found the
shows that freeing, and Jo and Benny did too. And I wasn’t silly enough to think that if I raised a
few bucks that the years of pain I’d caused would be erased, but on some basic, human level, I
simply wanted to do this for him. I told him to leave his number, so I could call after running it
by the others. He stood and put his hand on my shoulder, and I wasn’t surprised that his touch
did nothing for me.
“It was good to see you again,” he said, and walked through the cars waiting for the
light.
After the show that night, which went better than expected, the phone ringing off the wall
with effusive viewers, Jo and Benny and I went upstairs for our usual post-show beer. It was an
open skate, and we sat at the concession stand’s counter with the music of the Parliament
Funkadelic and the lights of the disco ball turning the rink into a PG-rated brothel with the
female skaters grinding on the men while the guy skaters hooted and hollered. I waited until we
had our drinks, then brought up Coleman’s proposition and situation. Not surprisingly, Jo and
Benny were against it. In the two years I’d worked with them, I’d learned that though they were
good people, Benny, our sixty-year-old cameraman, believed in reason like a religion and that
acting on a whim was blasphemous, while Jo, our emcee who was my age, was as solicitous of
attention as she was charismatic and wasn’t in favor of any format change that didn’t involve
more of her. Plus, as Benny noted, it was illegal to make money from a public access show. But
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finally after letting them in on my past with Coleman and convincing them that it wouldn’t take
long to make a grand or so, and then having to promise them a few other favors, they relented.
After the first week though, I was thinking we should’ve set the dollar goal lower, much
lower. We barely pulled down $50 after those first four shows. We kept to our basic format of
having local artists and activists talk to callers who had strong opinions on local initiatives, and
to get the money we simply asked each caller if they wanted to make a small donation to SAVE,
a suicide awareness charity I randomly found. That weekend, I knew something needed to
change with the show, but I didn’t know what that thing was.
During that first week, I’d also been meeting with Coleman. We’d grab lunch at a deli or
get a cup of coffee or find some other neutral site. Through these meetings, I pieced together that
he wasn’t doing so good. His dad had been out of the picture since he was a kid, and the bond he
and his mother shared over that was stronger and deeper than any connection I think I’ve ever
experienced. That weekend, we were using a McDonald’s patio to drink coffee from the corner
store, and I told him we hadn’t made much money, but that that should change next week. By his
reaction, I’m pretty sure I could’ve told him I’d had a sex change and he wouldn’t have blinked.
“You dealing with all the estate stuff?” I asked.
He nodded, and went on to say that what troubled him wasn’t so much all the stuff in her
house that he had to account for, though that was a pain in the ass, but rather all the things he
kept finding that he didn’t know she had, that suggested he didn’t know her as well as he
thought.
“How well do we really know anyone though?” I said and wanted to smack myself
immediately for being so trite. I tried to make up for it by offering to help him deal with all the
stuff in her house.
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“That’s part of the problem,” he said. He stood and gave a playful wave for me to follow
him.
We walked past the Market St. library, where he and I used to spend hours going through
the dollar book bin, and I figured we were going to his place. He’d mentioned earlier in the week
that he’d moved a few streets over from where we used to live, so he could be closer to the bus
lines. When we got to his apartment though, I couldn’t believe the sight of it. He had a basement
apartment underneath a taqueria, so there wasn’t much room to begin with, but when he opened
the front door, I saw that his place was packed from the floor to the ceiling with his mother’s
furniture and belongings. Dressers and tables and TVs and clothes—his mother lived in a house
in the suburbs, so I’m sure not all of it was jammed into his tiny spot, but it might’ve been.
“I got no place for it right now,” he said. “And she was only renting.”
We went through it all, the bureau, the lamps, the table with the urn on it. And I was
having the strangest feeling. When we’d visit her, she and I would talk about her belongings and
which ones she wanted Coleman and I to have. It was like being in my past and my future at the
same time.
“I know all of this probably means a lot to you,” I began, trying to soften the ground for
what I was about to say. “But is there anything you’d be willing to sell to a store or antique
shop?”
“You know, I’ve been so messed up I hadn’t even thought of that,” he said. “I’ve already
got my keepsakes, so except for the stuff I didn’t know she had, I’d probably be willing to let go
of the rest.”
“Should we go over to that Korean spot by the library?” he asked.
“Sure,” I said, and brushed off the dust on my hands and led the way.
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Benny and Jo and I had been looking for a new place to shoot out of for the past few
months. The roller rink we shared wasn’t bad, especially because we could leave most of our
equipment there, but the three of us thought the show could be more, that it could be a platform
for more-recognizable guests to explore more pertinent and contentious issues. Hell, maybe we
could even get an advertiser or two, so that we wouldn’t be completely reliant on day jobs.
Around the corner was an old strip mall that had an office space with cheap rent that we wanted.
But we were halfway though the second week of our fundraiser, and we still hadn’t broken $100,
and I was having a hard time standing in the office while we waited for the realtor. I’d convinced
Jo and Benny that we needed to change the show’s format, that while we were maybe engaging
people in an intellectual or cultural way, what we need was for them to be compelled to get off
their couches, call in, and donate their hard-earned money. Jo asked how we we’re supposed to
do that, but Benny was already frowning since he’d guessed what I was going to say.
The guests we had that night were all friends of friends who had some connection with
the local political or art scene, but no one of any real standing, so when I told them that we may
be doing segments that were akin to strip poker, I wasn’t too worried about them getting pissed
off and slandering our show. In fact, the first segment was strip poker, a modified version of it
where if the contestant didn’t know the answer to questions about sexual tendencies of various
regions or specific politicians or artists, they’d have to remove an article of clothing. And say
what you want about the people in the arts, that they may be delusional or hare-brained, but they
are always game for the strange and provocative.
The show started wonderfully. Thankfully, the three guests were all relatively fit, and
after the first few rounds, everyone was missing at least their shoes and either a shirt or a pair of
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stockings. The phone was ringing and we seemed to be doing well. But then, for whatever
reason, the phone quieted. All three contestants were down to their underwear (we weren’t about
to let any actually nudity on the air) and everyone was laughing and having a good time, but
evidently those who watch us on the regular weren’t motivated by it. When Jo and Benny and I
went upstairs for our beers, I could sense that they’d had about enough of this, and though I
pleaded with them to give it more time, they said no, that Friday’s show, which was already
planned out with a local politician who was running for the school board, would be the last
fundraising show. I tried to pull rank but they said that with something this important, they didn’t
care if I was Stanley Kubrick himself.
That Friday morning, I met Coleman at the taqueria above his apartment. He was sitting
in the back corner with a basket of chips, turning a ring over in the palm of his hand.
“You find that in the chips?” I joked and sat down.
“Found out that my mother got this from a sister she didn’t know about. Got it like
twenty years ago.”
“How’d you find out?”
“A second cousin saw the estate sale ad and called me.”
“And the other stuff you didn’t know about?”
“Not sure what I’m gonna do it with it, but it doesn’t bother me as much, especially after
I was able to give some of the furniture to some folks who needed it. My place is much more
livable.”
A waitress came to our table and took our order. We munched on chips in silence for a
few minutes, and then Coleman finally brought it up.
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“So, why’d you leave me?” he asked and shoved a large chip into his mouth like he was
trying to gag himself from saying more.
“Any number of reasons, I guess. Truth is, I’m not really sure.”
“Did you ever think about getting back together?”
I took a long drink from my soda, trying to figure out exactly how honest I wanted to be.
Finally, I said, “Truthfully, no. I didn’t go about it in the best way, but I needed something
different.”
He nodded like he understood, and though I waited for a follow-up question, he went
back to eating large chips in one bite.
We finished lunch, and though I wanted to tell him that the fundraiser wasn’t going well,
I didn’t. Instead, I walked him back to his front door, where he told me he’d call me later about
the fundraiser. I smiled, and was turning to walk away when he called me back.
“Thanks for all this,” he said. “I mean it.”
The last show did a little better than the others, but not much. Some of that failure I
chalked up to having on a politician who was running for office. His handlers were clearly using
the show as some kind of public-speaking test run and were under the impression that the
donation numbers somehow became public knowledge and wanted to put their guy in a good
light. All said, we made Coleman about $320. Not enough for Cuba, but after I pawned my
stereo, enough to get him to the Gulf Coast. He actually asked me to see him off.
A week after he left, I received a postcard photograph of him on the beach with the urn.
And I wrote him back, saying we should hang out when he returned, that maybe he could help
out with the show, but he wrote back and said he might try living down there for a while. The
strange part about it was that I was right about how the fundraiser wouldn’t erase the years of
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pain I know I caused him: I still don’t sleep very well, and I feel like I really missed a chance to
make things better. I don’t know. The good thing now is, that when I lay down at night, I think of
Coleman sipping a big coffee with his feet in the sand.
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Concrete from Copper
I
Thank God. They’re not too big, Kint thought as he hustled across the lawn, eyeing the
pair of copper busts at the foot of the steps. He’d last been at the high school two years ago,
when he’d dropped out, and wasn’t sure if his memory had exaggerated their size or if they
actually were as big as wrecking balls. The busts—the town’s first and second mayors—sat
bolted on concrete podiums at the end of either icy handrail, and were in reality as big as large
bowling balls and, more importantly, thick enough to withstand a hundred years of the hail and
ice storms that bulled down from Canada and across the lake each winter. He figured they
weighed a hundred pounds each and hoped they’d pay $500 total. At the landing, the glow from
the parking lot lights revealed the busts’ mottled green, but Kint knew his uncle could give a shit.
His uncle had rigged a fifty-gallon water heater to melt scrap, turn it unrecognizable, and told the
entire family, even Kint’s cousins downriver, that he’d pay a dollar off market for any metal
anyone might happen to come across.
“What’s your plans for the money then?” Kint’s father called through the gap at the top
of his car’s window, trying to keep out the winter wind. His skinny arms were crossed over his
chest, his forearms like pipes wrapped in wire from a life of outdoor labor. Kint forced himself to
ignore him, which was a tough trick since he wanted to be as plain-spoken as he was, but thought
that the old man might get riled from being stonewalled and leave. He’d pulled up as Kint was
getting out of his truck—was maybe using the school cut-through after squirrel hunting—but his
being there made real Kint’s worry that he’d learn that the busts were cash for an apartment on
the other side of the valley, in the land of gated complexes and what he called “silver-tongued
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rats.” Kint set the case with the reciprocating saw on the steps and squared his back, making
clear to his father that he was being ignored.
“Truck’s working,” his father yelled. “So it ain’t that.”
Kint tightened the saw’s blade and thought to move behind the bust to needle him more,
but he fumbled with the little hex wrench. He didn’t think to bring gloves and his hands were
already dumb from the cold. The winter had been harsh, and with each squealing gust his ears
burned and the surrounding forest of oaks and sycamores creaked. He looked up. Porch lights
were burning, but he knew that to the people in this part of town the sound of a saw was the same
as a lullaby.
“This got to do with that house for rent?” His father said. The window was completely
rolled down. “Or Junie lyin’ about that too?”
Kint cursed and wondered how his aunt knew he’d visited that complex. He popped the
battery from the case and felt himself wanting to turn to the old man and come clean—he
deserved at least that. This was the same man, after all, who’d married a woman he hated, so
Kint and his younger brothers would have something of a mother as kids—a single selfless act
among his hundreds. A way of behaving that his whispering Aunt Junie obviously didn’t know a
damn thing about. He glanced at his father and his father sat upright.
“I’ll be goddamned,” the old man said.
Kint cursed again.
“Those folks suddenly not schemin’ to get in our pockets?” The old man’s feet might’ve
been off the floorboard, he was leaning out the window so far. “They not enjoy thievin’ from us
every chance they get now, or … ”
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Kint hit the trigger, trying to block his father’s words before they made him think about
how he was doing the old man wrong. The mechanical whirr wasn’t loud enough though. No
noise would’ve been. Those words were recorded deep into his head back when he was too
young to load his own rifle. His father had always been telling him how, as a kid, he’d seen
Kint’s uncle and grandfather get swindled by well-oiled men—a bicycle, a car, a girl—and how
that’s why he’ll forever warn folks, especially his sons, that those who don’t live hand-to-mouth
are Satan’s greedy kin, to be avoided like the bed tics they are.
Kint put the saw to the first bolt; the hurt he’d just caused the old man eating at him. He
was desperate to get a different apartment, a safer one, but he didn’t want to keep digging a
finger into the old man’s eye.
*

*

*

The last bolt dropped and Kint set down the saw. A door slammed, and he didn’t need to
turn to know his father was a boulder falling toward him. He landed at Kint’s feet, the stink of
burnt engine oil radiating off the cheap pea coat Kint got him for Christmas.
"What?” his father said. “A stack of cash gonna turn them honest?”
Kint stepped back. “I don’t know …” he began and hesitated, having never talked about
the confusing thoughts he’d been having, not even to his girlfriend. “Maybe not all those folks
are always schemin’. Maybe some are different.” He waited for the explosion, but his father
stood there, blank faced. Kint grabbed the jimmy bar and slammed it under the bust. He leaned
heavy on the bar and the bust lifted, a patch of rough concrete appearing, unworn by rain or
wind, and with a final push the first mayor fell into the dead grass, the bust’s weight driving his
thin nose clear into the frozen ground.
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His father rushed to crowd the bottom step and pointed at the school. “Don’t you
remember here?”
Kint nodded and quickly moved to the other bust.
He did remember here, had been remembering it, in fact—and other times he’d dealt with
well-oiled folks—for the past month and a half, since after New Year’s. He remembered the
fistfights with those well-combed kids who’d try to hustle his lunch money and the grocery store
owner who’d doubletalk and short change him, but he’d also been remembering folks—folks
he’d forgotten he ever met—like that older student with the collared shirts who’d give him fifty
cents for a smoke.
He set the saw, but before he hit the trigger, he wanted to turn and ask, You sure we’re
seeing everything right? You positive our eyes ain’t gettin’ it wrong?, but he knew that’d only
make things worse.
He was thankful when, after the last bolt dropped, his father was pacing over by the
school’s new basketball court, running his hand through his thinning hair. Kint hoped he was
trying to make some sense of this, and lugged the first bust to his truck’s bed. He unwound the
speaker wire that held the gate up and the cap’s window down, and after hauling the second bust,
he hurried to cover the statues with garbage bags. He wanted to get away from all this, away
from his father, but he’d also told his girlfriend that he’d be home by the time she got off work,
so that they could put together the bedframe for her five-year-old. He called out to his father that
they should go, but the old man kept pacing. Kint sat in his truck and waited, unwilling to leave
without him. His father eventually walked to the truck’s passenger window.
“You’re my oldest,” he said, teeth chattering, “and I know what’s gonna happen to you,
but you just ain’t familiar to me right now.” A stare set into his face, cold and strange.
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Kint watched him walk to his car and kept pumping his horn to get his attention so they
could talk, but his father cranked the car’s engine and backed out without looking over. Kint sat
in his idling truck and stared at the school, thinking he’d wronged his father something
permanent and that maybe he should quit with these busts and tell his father this never happened.
He knew that really wasn’t an option though, and that this plan now had to work.
II
Kint pulled into his apartment complex and continued thinking on what his father had
said about a stack of cash turning those folks honest. He’d been chewing on that for weeks
before he cut the busts, looking for an answer, but he still hadn’t found one. He parked alongside
his building at the front edge of the parking lot though, just before the driveway’s apron. Only a
few cars were in the dirt lot, but the complex surrounded that blackened ground on three sides
and the tenants, most of who hated rules, parked their beaters wherever and people were often
boxed in. His uncle would be home in two hours, and, sure or unsure about what those folks
might do to him, he didn’t want the busts any longer than necessary.
He’d wiggled his building key into the back door before he’d noticed the three guys
crouched between the nearby dumpsters. They were in shorts, like their bodies thought it July,
and were using a brick to make a spate of knives from dead branches. Kint knew it pointless to
tell them to get lost, that there were kids around. His building, like a number of others in the
neighborhood, was loved by the town’s stoned nightlife ‘cause it offered both protection from
unwanted eyes and peace from cops and gun-waving tenants, since they’d all tired, Kint
included, of constantly flushing them out. He closed the door behind him; he couldn’t believe he
ever thought it’d be safe enough here for Louisa and Marcus. He glanced at his truck as he
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headed down the stairs to his apartment, thinking those high-ons too messed up to sneak and haul
away the heavy busts.
“There you are,” Louisa said, as he stepped into the kitchen and closed and chained the
apartment door. She was in the other room, sitting on the couch with Marcus. The smell of coffee
filled the small kitchen: A late-night cup meant her day had been long.
Her bar apron was crumpled like a pillow between her head and the wall, so Kint leaned
in and kissed her, and then snuck one to the top of Marcus’s blond head. The TV talked about the
Komatsu 930E, one of the largest dump trucks in the world: an earthmover. Even if the show’s
narrator didn’t speak like a promoter for a monster-truck rally—his booming words bouncing
around the tiny room—Kint would’ve known exactly what Marcus was watching. The boy only
watched shows about earthmovers, especially the one tape Kint hunted down about the colossal
930E.
“Work late?” Louisa asked.
Kint showed her his hands, which had a few scabbed cuts from his job repairing lawn
mowers, but no fresh ones from overtime and slowed reflexes. “Had to stop by Aunt Junie’s is
all.” He didn’t like lying to her, but the plan with the busts still had another step or two and the
last thing he wanted was to raise her hopes.
He turned to the room’s window, which stretched along the ceiling from above the
couch’s armrest to the TV, and pulled out the dense rectangle of wood that covered it. He was
double-guessing himself about those guys, but from his angle, they all still seemed to be busy
between the dumpsters.
“Everything all right?” she asked. “Aside from those idiots.”
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He fit the wood back into the window and thought about his father. “I’m fine, just need
some time to straighten my head out.”
She set down her coffee, stood, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Well, if the idiot
botherin’ you ain’t too fat, tell him to meet me behind the school for a beatin’.”
Kint smiled.
She gave him a kiss and disappeared around the kitchen corner. He loved how she could
always, somehow, make him feel better.
They’d been together for a year, but since she and Marcus moved in after Thanksgiving,
he found himself wanting to do more for them: searching all over the county for an earthmover
video, running her to work when it rained, building her a dresser etched with flowers and one for
Marcus that was short with easy-to-slide drawers.
He stepped into the kitchen and pulled closed the heavy quilt that separated the two
rooms. She stood in front of the fridge, holding a carton of creamer, but staring at the floor like
she was tired and lost in thought. He bear hugged her.
“You know I’d do anything for you, right?”
*

*

*

The rails to the bed frame were stored next to the fridge, to keep free as much space as
possible. Kint laid them on the floor. They’d picked up the frame from Louisa’s sister—where
Louisa and Marcus had been living—as a month and a half ago, a little after New Year’s, a
dozen BB pellets shot through the other room’s window and barely missed the far side of the
pullout. Marcus’s side. They moved the boy to the wall, snugging him in as close as was
comfortable, and later they would block the window with wood, but the holes in the drywall
were gasoline on their imaginations and BB pellets quickly became the last thing they feared
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shooting through the window. Louisa hated not having Marcus right next to her, but they knew
that as long as they lived there, he had to sleep in the windowless kitchen.
“Probably should’ve found a foldable bed,” Kint said and lined up a corner.
“Probably,” Louisa replied and sat at the table and returned to staring at the floor. Kint
looked to her. A sad and familiar tone was in her voice, like the one from the summer when she
kept speaking in that vague way about the bad job she’d done raising Marcus, and how she’d in
some way left him vulnerable and open to being hurt.
“Baby, I know we ain’t livin’ carefree,” Kint started, nervous that his apartment might’ve
stirred these old feelings. “But we’re stopping a thing before it starts, right?”
“Yeah, I guess,” Louisa said and gave a tense laugh. She looked to the creamer in her
hand and then to Kint. “What about a place with a security guard though? You know, a gate and
a guard?”
Kint looked off to her shoulder, confused as last night, after weeks of discussions, they’d
finally agreed that a gated complex on the other side of the valley would be both affordable and
safe enough. They’d discussed spots with doormen or other high-end safety features, but decided
no, mostly because Kint convinced her that those spots weren’t any safer.
“You don’t like that idea, do you?” she said like she knew the answer.
Kint noticed she’d leaned into his line of sight.
“Tell me again,” she continued, sitting upright and bringing his eyes with her, “what it is
with those folks that makes you think they’ll screw us?”
Kint returned to the bedframe, tightened a nut. He hated that he’d talked so much about
those folks with her. She’d been asking these questions a lot lately, like she was certain he was
always thinking on them, frightened.
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He turned to her. “You know, I wasn’t gonna say nothing, but I’ve made it so that we can
move in with those kind of folks next week. Shit, maybe even to a place with a gate and a
guard.” He instantly regretted saying it as she had her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide, feet
bouncing.
“I’ll need a couple days to be sure though … ” he began, trying to back it down, but the
sound of glass smashing stopped him. The sound came from the other room. Marcus cried out,
and Louisa threw aside the quilt and flew from the kitchen. Kint followed.
They found Marcus behind the couch, lying face down in the carpet. Louisa snatched him
up and yelled if he was all right, and he nodded. Kint yanked out the piece of wood. The three
guys were throwing empty beer bottles in the air and using a transmission belt to slingshot rocks
at them. Kint flung open the window and told them to get the fuck out of there, but they didn’t
listen. He snapped shut the window. Louisa was sitting on the couch with Marcus in her lap, his
head on her chest. Kint sat and huddle them near. The upstairs neighbor was holding a leftover
twin mattress and said to grab it before she left for work, but he pressed Play on the remote and
didn’t move, and let the narrator’s booming voice quiet the room.
*

*

*

Kint stepped from the kitchen, away from the finished bed, and woke Louisa and Marcus.
They were in their sleeping clothes and snoring on the couch. “Mattress and blankets are ready,”
he whispered. He watched as she scooped up the boy and pulled the quilt closed behind them.
The glass-shattering had stopped, but Kint peeked out the window anyway, knowing he had to
leave soon and wanting to be sure those guys were gone. The lot was littered with glass, but it
was clean of them. Louisa pressed into him from behind.
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“Come to bed,” she whispered and led him to the pullout. She lay in front of him, facing
the kitchen, and ran her hand over his jeans. “Going back to Junie’s?”
Kint didn’t answer and waited for her to ask what for or where he was really going, but
instead she wriggled her body back into his, tighter than usual, and whispered how happy she
was they’d be able to move so soon, how happy both she and Marcus were.
“Me too,” he whispered back. He lay there and felt her soft body next to his, and thought
on the well-combed kids, and the grocery store owner, and that guy with the collared shirts.
III
At the edge of the valley, after the shuttered Amoco station, Kint flicked on his high
beams. For the next half-hour, and even for the twenty miles past his uncle’s cabin, there would
be no homes, buildings, or, at that time of night, cars. The forest of oaks and sycamores had been
replaced by an old-growth pine forest that closed in on and ran alongside the road. Kint slowed
as the road narrowed to two lanes, careful for black ice and the deep gullies off either shoulder,
and passed the duck pond where he and his brothers used to swim and wash their clothes. The
gray-haired guy with the graphite fishing pole came to mind, and how the guy always gave them
$10 each to fill a cigar box with crickets. The guy was friendly, Kint remembered, and would
always ask if they later wanted to help string the fish. Kint held that memory, having always
enjoyed the smell of cut fish with new twine, and like the memory jarred his mind loose, other
memories of those folks being good to him rushed in: the watch shop clerk, the lady who made
vanilla cakes, the older girl with the car. He didn’t know what to make of them all, but they felt
good, like he was finally on to an answer. The lightning-split pine came into view, and Kint
pulled off to the shoulder. His uncle’s mile-long and always-muddy trail was past the next bend,
and he needed to put on the tire chains.
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The chains were stiff since he hadn’t been out there in a while, but with some old brake
oil, he slackened each to fit. He was searching for dry leaves to clean his hands with when
headlights flooded the truck from behind. The lights blinded him, but as the vehicle slowed on
the shoulder, the gravel crunching underneath, he recognized the shape of the headlamps—the
tidy squares of a police cruiser. Cops around there had helped with his beat-up truck before, so
he walked to his taillights and waved the cruiser on, but instead of the car flashing its beams and
leaving, its engine cut to a hum like it’d shifted into park. Kint waited, curious. The driver’s door
eventually swung open.
“Thanks, man, but all’s good,” Kint said as the cop’s figure approached.
“Putting on chains by moonlight is gotta be tough,” the cop said and stopped beside his
bumper.
Kint blocked the headlights with his hand. The man was built, shoulders level and wide,
like a few who’d helped before, but Kint didn’t recognize him. When he noticed the cop wore a
beige coat though, his chest tightened a little—state troopers rarely strayed this far from the
highway.
The trooper pointed at the chained tires. “Expecting a sudden snow storm?”
“Picked ‘em up from my brother’s tonight,” Kint lied. “Just seeing how rusty the asshole
left them.” He peeked toward the cruiser, thinking a lone trooper who was thirty miles from the
nearest station wouldn’t leave his car to approach a stranger unless he was certain the law had
been broken. He couldn’t see into the back seat, but the barrel of a shotgun jutting up and over
the dash was the only thing up front.
“Maybe so,” the trooper said, “but people from all over have been testing their chains
right here, at this very spot.”
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Kint looked at the trooper, lowered his hand—he felt his plan turning sideways. “OK. I’m
not expecting a storm,” he started, hoping a bit of honesty would, if necessary later, earn him
some goodwill. “I’m really going to the trail around the bend to see my uncle.”
“I ran your plates, Kint. I know who you are. If you have boosted gear, I’m taking you
in.”
“I get that, officer, I do. But say I did have something in there, we’re way out here …”
“Stop. We’re tired of chasing your uncle but only getting his heaters. With family under
thumb, he might listen.” The trooper moved to the tailgate, and Kint’s heart jumped.
Once those bags were yanked clear, he knew what’d follow. Since Arn would never talk,
let alone haggle with cops, and Louisa—and everyone else he knew—couldn’t afford bail or a
bondsman, he’d be trapped in a cell, and Louisa and Marcus would be alone and stranded in the
apartment with men outside sharpening knives.
He was pissed. Not only ‘cause he’d put himself in this dumb position, but also because
with the memory of the fisherman, he felt so close to finding some peace. For two months he’d
been fighting with these stupid questions, but he sensed he’d been fighting with them for longer
than that. He wanted five more minutes out there, out there where his thoughts were loose and
free. After that, he could come clean to the cop if needed, and he and Louisa would then deal
with the consequences, but at least he’d have an answer.
The trooper stood at the truck’s gate and held the loose end of the speaker wire. “Ready?”
*

*

*

Kint scrambled through the forest, using the moonlight to help spot the low hanging
branches and fallen logs. The trooper’s bouncing flashlight chased after him, but by his fading
yells to stop, Kint guessed he’d fallen back about a dozen truck-lengths, which wasn’t nearly far
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enough behind for him to find a safe spot to think. He knew these woods though, had camped in
them often with his father and cousins, and a narrow river was about a half-mile away and had
plenty of easy-to-climb pines near it. He stumbled through the long tract of shallow roots that led
to the river and found the water completely frozen and clear. He turned, and the trooper’s
flashlight was a speck in the dark. A single sycamore stood on the bank, the only one Kint had
seen for miles: its trunk white and thick and stretching to the sky.
Halfway up, where the smell of the forest floor drifted away, Kint stopped and looped his
arm around the trunk. He brought up the times he was certain folks had schemed him, thinking if
he’d seen or remembered those times wrong, all the other times may be wrong too. He studied
those memories from above and below, from any angle he hadn’t before, picking through each
detail, and nothing looked different at first, but as he went on, he found words or actions that
showed he may’ve been wrong about what actually happened, like how the well-combed kids
mumbled they’d pay him back or the grocery store owner having put up a note about a price
hike. His muscles loosened: He was close. He stepped back from the memories, wanting to take
in each as a whole, but when he did, the kids stopped mumbling and the note was gone. He
picked through the memories again, but those details seemed lost, and a stick snapped from
somewhere below and pulled his mind back to the tree. His body was shaking from the frozen
sweat under his coat, and a flashlight’s beam was darting around on the river.
The trooper was standing under the sycamore. His pant leg and coat sleeve looked to be
ripped, like the tree roots had had their fun with him. He shined the light on the frozen water and
traced the beam back along the ice and up the sycamore where he stopped it on Kint’s face.
“Your boots, you jackass,” the trooper said and lowered the light to Kint’s chest. “The
ground here can still take a print.” He un-holstered his walkie-talkie and said to redirect the units
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to the dam side of the river. “You’ve got ten minutes to get yourself down. Otherwise we’ll do
it.”
Kint was drained. Memories with mumblings, memories without: He was whipped by all
of it and would be fine if he never thought about his past again. He figured he’d be straight with
Louisa about these confusing thoughts and would go with whatever place she wanted. And he
had a genuine desire to sort it all out with the trooper, to try to talk about it, but thoughts of
Louisa and drugged men kept getting in the way. His father came to mind, of him marrying a
woman he hated, of him being selfless. He thought on that, and though he was exhausted, he
started on down the tree with a trace of determination in his movement.
“You’re doing the right thing,” the trooper said and moved toward the trunk. His hand
perched on his nightstick.
Kint stepped onto the last big limb before the ground. He turned and the trooper’s head
wasn’t but a leap from his muddy boots. “Funny how the right and wrong thing look the same.”
The trooper started in about why Kint was actually playing it very smart by climbing
down, but Kint wasn’t listening. He was too busy thinking of the trooper falling on all those
roots and which of his big, thick knees might already be busted.
“Come on,” the trooper called as blue and red lights flashed in the distance, “it’s almost
over.”
Kint nodded and crouched, and the wind kicked up. It whirled completely around him as
his body went weightless, and for the first time in months, he felt peaceful.
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